
Proposal for IFFTI Conference 2012 ‘Fashion Beyond Borders’ at Pearl Academy
Feeling Edgy? Cool and the Fashion Consumer in the Age of Global Information

Conference sub-theme: relates to Multicultural Identities or Virtual Connections and potentially Commercial Opportunities. 

In this paper I am going to talk about ‘cool’ – how we can best understand it, how it relates to fashion and how relevant it is to fashion industry and culture now. My research focused on western culture, but what I will do today considers the cultural conditions which have affected its emergence in western society and how those conditions might be changing and spreading, taking into account some aspects of globalisation and the (so-called) democratisation of the fashion media. 

For some time, ‘coolhunters’ have recognised the power of ‘cool individuals’ to change prevailing aesthetic values and to exert influence over others, precipitating viral trends (Gladwell 2000). Furthermore the pursuit of the cool aesthetic, and the cool image is arguably a staple of western fashion culture, and a dominant expectation of promotional imagery for high fashion. (UK Vogue’s December issue promotes the new ‘clutch of cool faces’) Fashionability treads a very tricky line between making too much, and not enough effort, whilst the appearance of effortlessness is key (those who were at IFFTI last spring might recall the striking paper on dandyism which relates strongly here), hence effortless fashionablility = cool, too much effort = fashion ‘victim’. Cool is evidently a compelling and lucrative form of cultural capital in personal style, fashion imagery and in fashion product. But cool can be hard to define – sometimes cool seems merely a word for ‘good’ or ‘fashionable’. If so, then there is no point defining cool because change is central to fashion, hence what is good changes, ergo, what is cool changes. Or does it? Are there ‘cool classics’? Why do some looks and styles return again and again – is there something worth trying to pin down about how fashion relates to cool?

At the turn of the millennium the term cool came back in to common usage and there was a small flurry of publishing in the west about the concept of cool – although none of this was related specifically to fashion, clothing, style, and the body were common themes among others. Pountain and Robins (2000) and Poschart in Mentges (2000) both indicated that ‘cool is becoming the highest value in Western culture’, supplanting the protestant work ethic – which at this time encouraged brands to move from considerations of ‘aspiration’ to considerations of ‘attitude’. You can see this slowly emerging  throughout the twentieth century, crystallising around the 1960s with the emergence of the ‘counter culture’ in the US. Cool is characterised by these authors as an attitude of disdain for the wider rules, of stylish and narcissistic self-possession. Pountain and Robins even stated ‘No-one wants to be good any more, they want to be cool’ (2000:6). Typifying this attitude might have been a brand like Diesel, selling denim and the idea of proud, ironic lack of interest in traditional good sense and morality. 
But will cool continue to be relevant in the third millennium? In the UK we are now well into the era where debate about fashion is dominated by ethical consumption and recession-forced austerity, with ‘authentic’ and ‘philanthropic’ offerings holding a new level of appeal to fashion consumers. These facts make Pountain and Robins look a bit foolish; it seems that only a few years later, people do want to be good – the question is do they still care about being cool? 
To answer this question we do need to understand better what cool could possibly mean. My studies of existing definitions of ‘cool’ from the literature provided a conceptual framework with which to analyse fashion imagery – this then enabled me to reflect on the theory, and arrive at some broad categories of ‘cool’ in fashion imagery, which could be summarised as follows. (Please note, there is a whole other potential discussion of the physical/material properties of cool garments and accessories, which I have begun to discuss elsewhere (Both in my study of sunglasses and in a study of ‘cool materials’ presented at NTU last year.)) My main focus in this paper will be on cool in fashion imagery (and as time is short, I will be using broad brush strokes – there are many as yet unexplored aspects of this area). 
Aristocratic detachment/disdain
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	Fig.1 Front cover,ID magazine 2011 


The first and perhaps most obvious ‘constant’ of cool is the aristocratic ethic of detachment and effortlessness, which manifests itself in a demeanour of supreme self-confidence and disdain for others – not smiling, indifferent gazes, not following fashions but setting them, and frequently a commitment to quality and refinement of detail. This is obviously associated with social status and capital. A direct line could almost be drawn between the European high society portrait and the hauteur of luxury brand advertising, except that a product, not inborn excellence of a bloodline, is offered as the source of that superiority. 

This is not only seen in luxury level fashion cultures, however as that same ‘sheer nerve’ of ‘not following’ mainstream fashion or convention, may also be seen at the opposite end, in subcultural street style or the avant-garde. 
Sartorial rebellions

This can be extended to cultures of the excluded, who by ‘making a virtue of what might exclude them’( Pountain and Robins 2000) demonstrate unconquerable self assurance and detachment from others’ rules and values. Sartorial expressions of this are forms of rebellion which do not constitute ‘law breaking’ and cannot therefore be easily sanctioned against. This detachment from ‘the rest’ and their visual modes of expression  is evident in all theories and histories of cool types, from the dandy, to the ww1 fighter pilots (Mentges 2000), to black American jazz musicians and the ‘beats’ (Macadams 2002), and to the mods (Hebdige 1987, Thornton 1995). Being excluded prompts cultural innovation, and innovation is a mode of self-exclusion – everyone else’s aesthetic rules do not apply to me’.
Speed

The second very common theme is detachment through mechanised speed, which writers like Schivelbusch (1985) have identified as enabling detachment – literally from the earth, since 
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	Fig.2 Fashion image by Munkacsi, Harpers Bazaar, 1933 


we glide over it or above it, but also from the body, from physical effort and from emotion. Movement more generally has been a strong feature of western fashion imagery (Squires 1980), since the technical capabilities were there to capture movement. Many fashion images which might exude ‘cool’ are set in environments which suggest speed (such as in or near vehicles) and the ability to engage with it, both in terms of the cost of that, and without concern or fear.  This has a closer connection to fashion than might immediately be apparent, with a number of theorists of speed culture examining the way speed affects our engagement with the visual landscape; Sternberger (in Schivelbusch 1986) indicates that the calm detached gaze of someone on a train looking out of the window could be analogous to someone shopping or watching tv – stuff changes around us, we look on, seemingly ‘above it’. Being in tune with the pace of change set by fashion, and unworried by it requires capital – both monetary and cultural. 
Technology
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	Fig 3. Courreges, c.1967


Similarly, an enviable relationship with modern technologies is demonstrated by many ‘cool’ fashion images and products. (eg striking co-presence of white ear buds and vintage clothing in last ten years). Mentges’ ideas about the origins of cool are located in the style of German WW1 fighter pilots who improvised clothing appropriate for such tough and risky surroundings. She suggests that clothing which suggests toughness and preparedness for the harsh, hi-tech surroundings continues to resonate as cool – she cites the leather jacket as a persistent signifier of this. Equally these pilots, through their close association with the latest and most powerful technologies, had to be cool but they also gained status, which enabled them to circumnavigate the usual rules of the armed forces. They were cheeky. A nonchalant relationship with new technology could be expressed by enviable understanding of it, but could equally be expressed by suggestions of disinterest in it as we see with the ‘cool’ resurgence of ‘dead’ technologies as accessories such as the recent trend for the old leather camera case as handbag.
Speed, technology and fashion – these are the principle agents and symbols of constant change in modern society. Through urbanisation to globalisation, complexity and transigence is central to the experience of modern life in industrialised societies. Theorists of identity note far-reaching consequences to the construction of a coherent self (Gergen, 1991). Not only do these elements tend to dominate the visual languages of fashion but they bring together variety of theories of cool more generally – helping us to see why cool and fashion are so closely connected. Fashion may be defined as changing styles of clothing, a system with its own hierarchies and demands, but I argue that what is most often valued as cool is not merely the ability to select the correct clothing but more generally, an enviable relationship with change and the attendant chaos of modern life. As identity becomes more problematised as the old determinants of identity are eroded, it is not only the pace of change but the proliferation of choices (Bauman, 1992) which threatens to shake our self-assurance. Fashion imagery visualises this idea time and again – as every look states, I am comfortable with change, I know what is going on and I can cope with it (better than you). Whether the look is big labels, current season – or creative dishevelled nonchalance, or avant-garde tailoring and texture, the message is arguably the same. Delivering that message consistently requires skill, vigilance and nerve.
Fashion may be a metaphor for up-to-dateness and adaptation to the threatening conditions of modernity, but the irony is that fashion itself is also an instrument of threat to composure. Making the right choices, having and wearing the right thing at the right time is a mystery for many, an agony for some and second nature to the few (many of whom will no doubt attend IFFTI events!). Fashion is constantly telling us to update our armour against the modern world, and it offers us countless possible choices – indeed this anxiety is to some extent what the industry relies on. Everyone involved in fashion knows this, and December’s UK Vogue brings it out in sharp relief with its advice on what Sarah Harris calls ‘The New Modern’:
… a “new uniform”…quite often involves tricks and tips and time to process…. But sometimes… what’s called for is a blank canvas, a moment of calm. Spring’s new formula of trousers-plus-shirt allows just that. Leg-lengthening, lean, flat-front trouser partnered with a no-fuss shirt – there’s nothing high maintenance about it. Ok, so the shirt has to be crisp and beautiful cotton, or otherwise sumptuous silk, and yes, the trousers do have to hang just so…[…..] Aside from the understanding that this is most certainly a tucked-in affair (this isn’t a scruffy grunge moment), there are no rules, only suggestions. As mentioned, consider buttoning up shirts all the way, and wear sleeves long with their cuffs buttoned too. But that’s not to say that rolling sleeves up to the elbow is unappealing – it isn’t. And although most designers  presented this look in refreshing cool hues, which seem to best suit the neutral gear shift of this ensemble, that doesn’t mean brights are out… how accommodating! (Harris, 2011:88, my emphasis)
The complexity if this set of negotiated demands is masked by the idea that this trend is offering us respite from fashion’s demands, whilst in fact offering a clear blueprint for what to wear right now and how and why, with some contradictory caveats ‘helpfully’ widening choice.
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	Fig 4. Moschino advert 1999: ‘you watch too much fashion, protect your eyes’


Hence to display a brave lack on concern for fashion, could also make you cool. This is how subcultures who position themselves resolutely against fashion can be perceived as cool, both by their own members, aspirant members and by fashion itself, which as we know shamelessly plunders subcultural heritage. Being effortlessly ahead of trends (for your social group) is cool as I’ve already stated – it can signify both totally competence with the system, and disdain for it. What is not cool is to follow trends too slowly (you are behind), to buy into to trends too enthusiastically (too much effort).  
A cool distance from fashion’s demands can also be adopted within the fashion industry’s own discourse, which makes the brand seem cool whilst disarming potential consumers who are invited to register their disdain for fashion’s spurious and onerous demands by…. buying some fashion. (See fig 4).
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	Fig 5. Diesel Ad 2007: ‘Global warming ready’


There is a historical development of the cool demeanour and its visual languages which fashion has played a significant part in the development and popularistation of too. In the earlier twentieth century, western cool begins as a generally heroic stance of adaptation to modern life, unusual composure faced with modernity’s challenges. This is gradually extended with a kind of tragic detachment that comes from overexposure, nihilism, loss of belief in humanity, overwhelming sense of the planet as disaster zone typified by the ‘beat’ movement, Warhol and so on. A focus on using style to suggest composure, as the world falls to pieces, fits a range of psychological purposes. Looking preoccupied with fashion, whatever the specific content of the look, is a way of appearing unbothered by the ‘big stuff’ going on out there (this a staple of the classic look of privileged feminine nonchalance). Sociologist Ulrich Beck’s work details the immensity of risk in our supposedly increasingly health and safety-conscious societies (1992). Awareness of these vast uncontrollable risks adds to ‘background’ anxiety, which in turn encourages escapist narcissism, another element of many cool individual and group behaviours identified in the literature on cool. Dramatising this risk and the nonchalant response to it is another frequent visual trope in fashion photography and promotion.
So – the conditions in which cool has emerged are those modernising forces which industrial societies share, increasingly global flows of information, widespread and increasing alienation, rapid change in technology and systems. Its visual language seems – time and again and in numerous ways, to demonstrate a desirably composed form of adaptation to it. This would suggest that cool will remain relevant, and may become relevant wherever those conditions flourish. 
However, as I hinted at the beginning, the assertion that ‘no-one wants to be good anymore’, does seem to have been disproved, at least to some extent, with producers and consumers of fashion striking out to not just be cool but to be good as well. Exposure to information seems to have led to action (albeit the kind of action which takes place through buying more stuff).  
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	Fig 6. Toms ethical shoes ‘one for one’ campaign banner, 2011


TOMS shoes are a good example of this in the UK at least, where a comfortable, simply made pair of canvas shoes is purchased, the price allowing the TOMS brand to donate a similar pair to those in need elsewhere. We have also seen a return to home-dressmaking/knitting and other crafts .  I don’t think this does mean that Pountain and Robins were wholly wrong though, as what seems to have shifted is the dominant idea in society which places pressure on us, which only the well-adapted can resist, which seems to have moved from ‘be good’ to ‘be a frantic consumer’. This means that it is now possible to harness the drive to be cool as a force to be good. Being good is now no longer the mainstay of the perceived parental generation or the dominant classes, it is now potentially the preserve of the avant-garde, the innovators and the subcultural.
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	Fig 7.Look at me, look at the others


However, simultaneously the pressures on identity are increasingly pitched at appearance. As voices proliferate in the global networks, ideas and advice about fashion and fashion trends also proliferate. Participating in these networks is increasingly understood as essential to social survival (I’ve had the privilege of working with groups of final year students on dissertations around these issues over the last few years and this comes across with great clarity in their work), with an imperative to update and maintain not merely a ‘real world’ identity of physical wardrobe, social engagements, friendships, choices and dilemmas, but a virtual one as well, where the standards are higher – because you have the ability to rehearse, edit, retouch, and because the audience are more critical because more detached, and therefore more coolly dispassionate in their appraisal. The old physical constraints challenged us to manage identity in a variety of different social roles – in the limitlessness of online communication, those roles can no longer be kept separate as easily, hence increased time spent on narcissistic styling and managing of listed tastes, preferences etc. The theories put forward by Sternberger and Schivelbusch about a new form of consciousness characterised by detachment, the development of a cool demeanour which concealed deeply buried anxieties about potential mechanical accidents are seemingly analogous to the high speed multi-directional travel of the virtual world. The screen allows us to avoid contact with the physical world, enabling us to travel through and over it, rarely resting, feeling no impact, but somewhere at the back of the mind, the awareness that a social accident, a fashion faux pas, could have us subject to the same cruel criticism as a well-rewarded celebrity, who can anyway, always blame their stylist. To engage with this, you need nerve. To encounter all that stuff and remain unshaken, is impressive. The visual language of cool is spreading as my colleague’s paper demonstrates – it will be advanced, rebelled against and so on, but certain traits seem very likely to persist. 
All of this, combined with the slow take up of ‘good’ (i.e. ethical, sustainable) fashion would suggest that actually cool is still more important than good. Perhaps good is merely ‘this season’s’ cool. 
If this is the case – we can learn a few things – first, that cool is worth understanding better, whether we are interested in culture, industry or both. Secondly, that globalisation is likely to make cool an increasingly global phenomenon, worth watching the development of elsewhere. Thirdly, that if we are serious about the fashion industry becoming more responsible and more sustainable, we need to acknowledge the serious reasons for the importance of cool. People will not be good just because it is good - not until they are in very clear and present danger with a clear course of action at least - and that is because we are all struggling to maintain a coherent sense of who we are in an increasingly confusing world, and cool is a goal which at least allows us to appear as if we are holding it together, at best it allows us to appear in tune with its every relevant ebb and flow. The captivating thrall of the season’s mouth-watering accessories isn’t exclusively about this, but it is undeniably a highly significant aspect which may well hold a key not only to future sales but to motivating fashion industry and culture to more responsible practices. 
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