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reaction. However, it is worth noting that, as the history of 
the last two centuries teaches us, it is not certain that sci-
entific progress is something undeniably good, and wheth-
er it should be a development priority. For this very reason, 
the spectre of emergence, though it worries and scares 
us, is so important to our self-awareness as a species. Its 
constant manifestation reminds us that we are not om-
nipotent beings, but rather creatures helpless in the face of 
a world that is a product of collective action. In this sense, 
emergence is similar in nature to other spectral phenom-
ena – its unreal character, transience, ephemeral nature, 
and unpredictability not only frighten us but also make us 
more complex. Indeed, emergence adds a healthy dose of 
fatalism to our rational nature and demonstrates that our 
omnipotence is illusionary because our life is in fact gov-
erned by uncontrollable forces. Emergence, understood as 
a spectre, fulfils its obligation to “spatialize” us effective-
ly. Indeed, it makes us realize that although our complex 
world has a very simple cause – namely, the relations con-
necting us with others, the relationships we enter into dai-
ly with other people, objects and institutions – we are not 
able to fully comprehend its nature. Such a spectral lesson 
effectively cures us of our pretension to being a unique 
species. As a classic of sociobiology observes: “We are not 
unique in being unique,”24 because like other creatures we 
are subject to forces over which we have no control.

translated by Małgorzata Olsza

24 See: P. L. van den Berghe, “Why Most Sociologists Don’t (and Won’t) Think Evolutionarily”, 
Sociological Forum  5/2 (1990) , p. 176. 2/2013
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Fashion works erratically through its method of quo-
tation. It willfully cites any style from the past in 
a novel incarnation or present rendition. Clothing 
types may be retained, yet their appearance is re-
newed by using past elements. Fashion thus consti-
tutes an aesthetic rewriting of history.
Ulrich Lehmann,  

“Tigersprung: Fashioning History”1

In 1919, the American Anthropologist published the 
first of the two articles by Alfred Kroeber, an 
American researcher in anthropology, about changes 
in culture, based on the example of fashion. In 
the first sentences of his text “On the Principle of 
Order in Civilisation as Exemplified by Changes in 
fashion”, Kroeber formulates the assumption that 

“most social phenomena are expressible by nearly 
similar and presumably simple geometrical curves”.2 

1 U. Lehmann, “Tigersprung: Fashioning History”, Fashion Theory, vol. 3, no. 3, p. 301.
2	 A.	L.	Kroeber,	“On	the	principle	of	order	in	civilisation	as	exemplified	by	changes	in	fashion”,	
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The author, however, faces a fundamental problem: 
how to examine phenomena that are hard to pin 
down, measure, and express in a simple diagram? 
Following the assumption that such changes occur 
in virtually every sphere of life, Kroeber’s favourite 
subjects were material products, which are relatively 
stable, especially in their physical aspect. Clothing 
has a privileged place in his thought; images 
of clothing have long been published, first as 
engravings, and then as photographs, in numerous, 
clearly dated magazines, which makes it possible to 
conduct statistical research on it. Kroeber chose the 
woman’s dress as the subject for his research, and 
defined eight basic measurements, including length 
and width of the skirt, the height of the waist, and 
depth of the neckline.

The intuitive recognition of a certain heterogeneity found 
in time, including the repeated return of what had reced-
ed into the past, was documented by the anthropologist 
by means of quantitative research. Kroeber based his re-
search on visual material that initially spanned a mere 75 
years (1844-1919), but which he subsequently expanded to 
more than three centuries (1787-1936),3 using paintings 
by such artists as François Boucher, Jean Antoine Watteau, 

[in:] American Anthropologist, New Series, vol. 21, no. 3 (Jul.–Sep., 1919), p. 235. Kroeber 
paraphrases the words of a French psychologist and sociologist Gustave Le Bon from The 
Psychology of Peoples, London 1898, New York 1912, p. 12.

3 Kroeber extends his research, and published new results in the second article, written in 
cooperation with Jane Richardson. See J. Richardson, A.L. Kroeber, Three centuries of 
women’s dress fashions: a quantitative analysis, [in:] idem, The Nature of Culture, Chicago 
1952, pp. 358–373.
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Diego Velazquez, and Anthony Van Dyck, and prints and 
photographs published in magazines like Vogue, Harper’s 
Bazaar, and Costume Royal. Based on these sources, Kroe-
ber determined the full length of a wave of change, which 
was supposed to be, on average, 100 years.4

Although Kroeber’s work is, from today’s perspective, 
mostly of historical interest, it is important to mention 
that these two articles were probably the first full-scale 
attempts at documenting the phenomenon of fashion, its 
changeable quality, and the constant return of what had 
passed.5 However, as was observed by Michael Carter in 
Fashion Classics. From Carlyle to Barthes, Kroeber’s work, 
focusing on measuring one of the most elusive cultur-
al changes, and on finding the principles upon which it 
operates, totally ignores the causes and meanings of the 
phenomena being analysed.6 Neither is Kroeber interest-
ed in everyday practices relating to the clothes women 
wear, and which women’s apparel men find attractive.7

The problem of temporality indicated in Kroeber’s study is 
one of the key aspects of fashion, and has remained a focus of 
attention for many theoreticians who have tried to analyze 
fashion using various approaches. On the one hand, they 
emphasize the category of change, understood as a con-

4 Ibidem, p. 369.
5 For subsequent research see A. B. Young, Recurring Cycles of Fashion: 1760-1937, New 

York 1966 (1939).
6 M. Carter, “Alfred Kroeber and the Great Secular Wave”, [in:] idem, Fashion Classics. From 

Carlyle to Barthes, Oxford and New York 2003, p. 95.
7 See J. Crary, Zawieszenie percepcji. Uwaga, spektakl i kultura nowoczesna, trans. I. Kurz,  

Ł.	Zaremba,	Warszawa	2009
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stant pattern of variation in clothing practices and styles of 
apparel among various social groups, and on the other, they 
focus on the category of the return, the constant repetition 
of what has already been in fashion. Although these catego-
ries are not always interrelated in critical analyses, I would 
like to demonstrate that they cannot be discussed separate-
ly if we are to understand changes in fashion. 

The issue of repetition in fashion, returns in most theoret-
ical texts, fashion-related and otherwise, in two basic con-
ceptual guises. As Urlich Lehmann notes in Tigersprung. 
Fashion in Modernity, fashion was commonly used in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a rhetorical figure 
for describing social and historical change, usually in dis-
cussions unrelated to the theme of clothing. The best ex-
ample is, according to Lehmann, the Tigersprung (leap of 
the tiger) used by Walter Benjamin to describe a peculiar 
quality of temporality, which is most visible in fashion:

History is the subject of a structure whose site is not 
homogeneous, empty time, but time filled by the pres-
ence of the now.  Thus, to Robespierre ancient Rome 
was a past charged with the time of the now which he 
blasted out of the continuum of history.  The French 
Revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate.  It 
evoked ancient Rome the way fashion evokes cos-
tumes of the past.  Fashion has a flair for the topical, 
no matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it 
is a tiger’s leap into the past.8

8 W. Benjamin, “Theses On The Philosophy Of History,” Illuminations, ed. H. Arendt, trans.  
H.	Zohn,	New	York	1968,	p.261
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In his discussion of the concept of history, Walter Ben-
jamin invokes fashion to show a specific connection be-
tween the past and present, its constant updating of what 
has gone by. This perspective subverts the traditional un-
derstanding of fashion history, which is often discussed 
in terms of cause and effect, or in terms of fashion as 
a mirror reflecting social and cultural change (a metaphor 
which is still common today). Leaps into the past function 
in fashion more as recurring quotations from which we 
cannot construct a continuous narrative.9 The tiger’s leap 
allows fashion to jump into even the most distant past 
and back, without remaining long in any one temporal or 
aesthetic configuration.

By liberating fashion from a linear narration and describ-
ing it as a phenomenon that constantly rewrites its own 
history, Benjamin introduces the category of fashion in 
an almost immutable configuration into contemporary 
reflection on clothing. The dynamic movement between 
the two categories mentioned above is constitutive also 
for contemporary analysis of change in fashion. Expressed 
using the metaphor of the wave, they give a material form 
to Kroeber’s idea of expressing changes in simple geomet-
rical diagrams. There is, however, an important and clear 
difference: while Kroeber set the length of the wave at 

9 The phenomenon found its formal expression in Benjamins’s Arcades Project (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1999), where the author describes nineteenth-century Paris 
through fashion. The monumental project is a polemic with nineteenth-century ideas of 
progress, as Benjamin postulates a philosophy of history that “at all points has overcome 
the ideology of progress” (392). As Rolf Tiedemann observes in the introductory essay, 
Benjamin’s “On the Concept of History” can be treated as a sort of prelude to the Arcades 
Project.
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about 100 years, today we talk about a  number of over-
lapping waves, which peak at intervals that are nearly five 
times more frequent. Thus, at a given time, we witness 
several returns from various periods in fashion history: 
from skinny jeans and wide-leg flares, to drop crotch pants.

In 2006, the Victoria and Albert Museum in London host-
ed an exhibition entitled “Spectres: When Fashion Turns 
Back”. It was an attempt to capture the relations, often 
hidden, between contemporary fashion design and the 
past; the exhibition was presented and described as a set of 
returning spectres. The curator, Judith Clark, focused on 
the attempt to find “uncanny recognitions and unpredict-
able conjunctions are integral to the fashion machine”.10 
The setup of the exhibition included a special place for 
the viewer as a detective, whose task was to track down 
a sequence of conjunctions between the present and the 
past, and the variants of return of what had been gone.11 
Another attempt to interpret fashion through the catego-
ry of the spectre was presented by Caroline Evans in the 
book Fashion at the Edge, in which the author analyzes de-
signs by John Galliano, a British fashion creator who was, 
at that time, art director at Dior. Quotations and referenc-
es to the past, which are constantly present in his collec-
tions, include crinolines, corsets, shalvars, and kimonos; 
such references are very good examples of a “tiger’s leap” 
into any moment in the past, regardless of place and time. 

10 S. Reynolds, Retromania. Pop Culture’s Addiction to It’s Own Past, New York 2011, p. 329.
11 See the interview with curator Judith Clark on the exhibition “Spectres: When Fashion Turns 

Back”: http://www.vam. ac.uk/content/videos/a/video-an-interview-about-spectres- -with-
curator-judith-clark/ (accessed: 20.04.2013).
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Galliano’s references usually focus on the second half of 
the nineteenth century, which is also the time frequent-
ly described by Benjamin. History haunts fashion collec-
tions and shows like a spectre hovering “between the real 
and the unreal, the actual and the inactual, the living and 
the non-living, being and non-being (“to be or not to be,” 
in the conventional reading), in the opposition between 
what is present and what is not.”12

To explain the spectral presence of the past, Jean-Michel 
Rabaté, in the introduction to The Ghost of Modernity re-
fers to Sigmund Freud and his concept of mourning. In 
the Freudian approach to fashion, Rabaté argues, there is 
a return of “what has not been processed, accommodat-
ed, incorporated into the self by mourning: the shadow of 
the lost object is still being projected onto the subject.”13 
Freud, apart from mourning related to the loss of a famil-
iar object, also discusses melancholia, which is grief after 
the loss of something indefinite and unspecified.

As Maciej Chojnowski notes: “the work of mourning was, 
according to the father of psychoanalysis, useful because 
it sometimes brought reconciliation with loss. Melancholia, 
on the contrary, was not focused on a specific object, and 
remains in fact an infinite process”.14 Repeated returns of 

12 J. Derrida, Spectres of Marx. The State of the Debt, The Work of Mourning and the New 
International, trans. P. Kamuf, New York, London 1994, p. 12.

13 In this way the author analyzes modernism, which was haunted by spectres of the past in 
spite of its attempts to radically detach from history. J.M. Rabaté, The Ghost of Modernity, 
Gainsville 1996, p. xvi.

14	 M.	Chojnowski,	“Pomiędzy	melancholią	a	rozpoznaniem	–	problem	biografii	bohaterów	
Milana	Kundery.	Tożsamość	wobec	wartości	w	ujęciu	narracyjnym”,	Tekstualia 3/2005, p. 
84.
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the past in fashion seem to have a melancholic quality about 
them, mostly because they lack a clearly defined object, 
whose absence is thus difficult to work through. In this way, 
fashion can be positioned in the sphere of the unfinished, of 
constant repetition that has no clear direction or goal.

Mourning and longing for what is lost, and the attempt 
at a constant return to it, is a paradoxical connection be-
tween the categories of change and repetition in fashion. 
Described by Georg Simmel as the foundations of human 
existence, they fulfil themselves in constant conflict be-
cause it is impossible to find an institution or sphere of 
life where they could both be satisfied: “Each in its sphere 
attempts to combine the interest in duration, unity, and 
similarity with that in change, specialization, and pecu-
liarity.”15 Psychological needs to imitate and differentiate 
shift the emphasis in fashion analysis from externally 
discernible facts, which is exemplified by Alfred Kroeber’s 
research approach, and move on to what Alicja Kuczyńska 
in her book Wzory modne w życiu codziennym [Fashion Pat-
terns in Everyday Life] describes as the internal approach: 

“existing or only imagined, or reduced to mere symbols 
in the process of repeated reproduction of patterns.”16 In 
this way, fashion analysis focuses on people who stand 
behind concrete cultural practices. It is only a combining 
of the two spheres, the external and internal, that allows 
us, according to Kuczyńska, to go beyond a mere and dis-
missive description of fashion phenomena.

15 G. Simmel, “Fashion,” The American Journal of Sociology 62.6 (1957), p. 542. (reprint of 
article published in International Quarterly in October 1904, pp.130–155).

16	 A.	Kuczyńska,	Wzory	modne	w	życiu	codziennym,	Warszawa	1983,	p.	27.
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In 1994, Vivienne West, a British fashion designer, de-
scribed in The New York Times the constant return to 
the past as an intuitive practice, partially related to the 
phenomenon of nostalgia. The need to differentiate is 
satisfied, thus, not so much through the arrival of some-
thing new, but through a peculiar transformation of the 
past, as in eclectic juxtaposition of elements from vari-
ous temporal and spatial orders. Retro fashion, vintage, 
and recycling give us a wide range of possibilities to dif-
ferentiate ourselves from other people. This can occur in 
an infinite number of possible combinations and can, at 
least theoretically, preclude repetition. At the same time, 
the gesture of returning to the past satisfies the need for 
similarity, which frees us “from the worry of choosing” 
and “accentuates the constant element in change.”17 This 
sense of security is also mentioned by Annette Geiger in 
her article “Fashion and Time. The Impossibility of the 
Present”. The critic, focusing on everyday practices, ob-
serves that we usually treat fashion contrarily to its fast 
pace of change. Geiger interprets this, using Paulo Viril-
io’s metaphor of rushingstandstill, which is a perfect de-
scription of the world of fashion, where change is only 
seemingly fast-paced. In reality, the choices we make in 
a shop, trying on new clothes, are usually aimed at re-
ducing the scale of change in our wardrobes. “We con-
sume fashion retaining coherence, which allows us only 
to change details.”18 This coherence does not spring from 
constant analysis of one’s wardrobe, but from a psycho-

17 G. Simmel, “Fashion”, op. cit., p. 543. 
18 A. Geiger, “Fashion and Time. The Impossibility of the Present”, [in:] Ed. D. Mink,  

Fashion – Out of Order. Disruption as a Principle, Stuttgart 2011, p. 151.
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logical need for a coherent identity. This is why an exam-
ination of concrete consumer practices reveals a peculiar 
continuity in history: what we see is not so much con-
stant change, as running in place.

Annette Geiger questions the constantly changing 
trends in fashion, not by denying their existence, but by 
denouncing their absurd acceleration: “the fact that we 
have fully repressed the slowness of fashion, focusing 
entirely on its speed, tells a lot about our contemporary 
experience of time.”19 This is perhaps best illustrated by 
trend forecasting, a new domain of research developing 
in various areas of design. Its task is not only to detect 
influences of events in the past, but to use the past and 
contemporary events to determine the possibility for the 
emergence of a given trend in the future. Thus, Derrida’s 
intuition of haunting spectres is shifted into the future, 
whose echoes, as it were, return to the present. This rec-
ognition leads to various actions, whose aim is to cap-
ture and understand the spectres of future events. Trend 
prediction is based on the assumption that there are cer-
tain repetitive patterns of change in fashion, and that 
based on these patterns it is possible to predict which 
trends will return in the future. The practice sends us 
back to Alfred Kroeber’s research, since the American 
anthropologist tracked changes in fashion over centu-
ries, and tried to insert fashion into predictable temporal 
framework.

19 Ibidem, p. 152.
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Jacques Derrida wrote about things being out of joint in 
the context of a “haunted” reality. The expression sug-
gests an unhinged, broken time, marked by a split and an 
opposition to what is linear, ordered, and homogenous.20 
This is because time “out of joint” is constantly haunt-
ed by the ghosts of the past, as well as, in the context of 
trend prediction, the ghosts of the future. Thus, the prac-
tice of trend prediction can be interpreted as an attempt 
at finding (or setting up) new, emerging patterns and 
anomalies, which, in dismantled and unhinged time, can 
anticipate some possible deep changes in culture. This is 
why persons who work in trend prediction are described 
as “lifestyle detectives: men and women who spend their 
time detecting patterns or shifts in attitudes, mindsets, 
or lifestyle options, that run against current thinking or 
how people normally behave, live, dress, communicate, 
and trade”.21

Lidewij Edelkoort is probably one of the best known 
trendspotters in the world. Trend Books, the annual publi-
cations from her company, Trend Union, are sold at prices 
reaching 3500 dollars per copy. Ranked by Time magazine 
as one of the 25 most influential persons in fashion, she 
has an impressive portfolio of clients that includes Co-
ca-Cola, Nissan, Estée Lauder and Gucci. “People think 
I am some mystic or gypsy,” comments Edelkoort. “But 
what I really do is pay attention.”22 After graduating from 

20	 W.	Michera,	Piękna	jako	Bestia.	Przyczynek	do	teoriiobrazu,	Warszawa	2010,	p.	273.
21 M. Raymond, The Trend Forecasters’s Handbook, London 2010, p. 12.
22 “Li Edelkoort: Famous Trendspotter”, Fast Company, October 2008. http://www.

fastcompany.com/1007048/li-edelkoort-famous-trendspotter (accessed: 21.04.2013).
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school, “she discovered her talent for sensing upcoming 
trends and her unique ability to predict what consumers 
would want to buy several seasons ahead of time”,23 her 
corporate website announces. Attentiveness, intuition, 
a sense of change, openness: these are the most important 
job qualifications for trend spotters and forecasters. The 
very language of description suggests discovery of the fu-
ture based on the present. Like a detective, it is enough to 
look around attentively, and track the barely discernible 
symptoms of forthcoming change.

Without ignoring the practice itself, it is necessary to fo-
cus on the entire process of trend prediction, which con-
sists not only of collection of materials, but also of their 
distribution. A Trend Book, when it is published,24 goes to 
the grand fashion designers, who use the Books to create 
collections, which are presented in shows and then sold in 
outlets. The great collections serve as guidelines for de-
signers in large fast-fashion companies, such as Zara or 
H&M, which replicate selected designs from grand fash-
ion collections.25 Renier Evens, founder of the trendwatch-
er.com website, calls this process a self-fulfilling prophecy, 
as “because she has so many followers, if she pronounces 
something, it becomes true.”26

23 http://www.edelkoort.com/lidewij-edelkoort/ (accessed: 21.04.2013).
24 The Trend Books published by Trend Union, although they probably belong to the most 

popular ones, are among several available publications of this type.
25 Apart from Trend Books, there are internet portals devoted to trend forecasting. The 

best known example is WGSN (Fashion Trend Forecasting & Analysis), which creates 
classifications	and	typologies	by	means	of	images	derived	from	various	orders	
(photographs of fashion shows, magazines, blogs about almost any aspect of culture).

26 A. C. Rohwedder, “Know Business. Noted trend forecaster Li Edelkoort on what the future 
holds”, WSJ. The Magazine of the Wall Street Journal, December 2, 2009. http://magazine.
wsj.com/features/the-big-interview/know- business/2/ (accessed: 19.04.2013).
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The practice of constructing trends by a narrow group of 
specialists, who subsequently sell the acquired (or con-
structed) knowledge, is mostly based on analyses of con-
sumer emotions. Hyun-Seung Cho and Jooheon Lee claim 
that trend forecasting is in fact based on effective analysis 
of emotions, or more appropriately on the management 
of emotions.27 Trend spotters, thus, belong to the group 
of professionals who generate market-usable knowledge 
about consumer emotions. As the editors write in a spe-
cial issue of Kultura Współczesna dedicated to affect the-
ory, emotions are described as “another space that can be 
colonized, exploited by the market economy, and incorpo-
rated into the production and distribution of commercial 
goods.”28 But this transformation of emotions into com-
modities has another important aspect. The use of psy-
chological knowledge in the process of trend forecasting 
has an effect on the production of commodities which are 
sold as tools for emotional change. The best illustrations 
are marketing slogans about “shopping that makes you 
feel better” or “shopping that helps you get better,” and 
numerous TV shows based on the conviction that cloth-
ing has a real magic power to change one’s life, present-
ing makeovers that begin with restocking the wardrobe. 
Examples include “What Not to Wear” and “Undress the 
Nation with Trinny and Susannah” (the stylists also “un-
dressed” Poland in their programmes), Jak dobrze wyglą-

27 H. S. Cho, J. Lee, “Development of a macroscopic model on recent fashion trends on the 
basis of consumer emotion”, International Journal of Consumers Studies 29/2005, p. 18.

28	 A.	Dembek,	M.	Halawa,	M.	Krajewski,	“Emocje	w	późnym	kapitalizmie.	Wprowadzenie”,	
Kultura Współczesna, 3(74)/2012, p. 8.
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dać nago, (the Polish version of the British show), Meta-
morfozy Fashion Cafe and Fabryka Urody.29

Both in Kroeber’s research and in contemporary trend 
forecasting, fashion is understood as a process in time. 
This is evident in the use of the metaphor of the wave, 
which propagates and fades out, only to return at a lat-
er time. However, new trends in fashion emerge much 
faster today, and in greater numbers and varieties. This 
leads to more frequent repetitions of past content, and to 
a looping of various temporalities. Instead of Kroeber’s 
one wave, we observe several overlapping and interlaced 
ones. Thus, fashions from all previous decades can re-
appear simultaneously, and all styles are constantly and 
readily available. There are so many possibilities for new 
configurations that the repeated past is never, at least 
theoretically, exactly the same. However, as Annette Gei-
ger argues, the pressure to be “in” and experiencing the 

“here and now” makes impossible demands on consumers, 
who are unable to fulfil them.30 This is perhaps why one 
of the trends, relentlessly repeated in the media, is to “be 
yourself” and to find “your style” among the plethora of 
possible ones.

translated by Paweł Stachura

29	 A.	Zborowska,	“Odsłona	modowa”,	Mała kultura współczesna,  
http://malakulturawspolczesna. org/2012/12/27/cfp-odslona-modowa/  
(accessed: 21.04.2013).

30 A. Geiger, Fashion and Time..., op. cit., p. 153.
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