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Abstract

Although the role of semiotics was established as a tool to interpret fashion as a communication system, as a
discipline it is virtually absent from the curricula of graduate and postgraduate programmes. In this article,
we argue that semiotics can provide epistemological support for the development of a framework for fashion
design education. Semiotics is required not only as a tool for designers to (re)interpret the complex and often
abstract or conceptual/emotional relations between the design object (clothes) and the wearer, but also as a
creative tool. We propose a framework where semiotic analysis is present throughout the structures of fash-
ion design higher education programmes, in order to offer adequate support to fashion design projects. We
also discuss the facets of semiotics relevant for fashion design, with an emphasis on the perspective of higher
education settings.
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Introduction

How do we prize or value things today? Not only by their monetary value, nor even their perceived
excellence of design, but also by what they ‘mean’ to us — the experience they provide. Value,
therefore has material, conceptual and affective or emotional components. Consequently, fashion
designers need not only to identify and create ‘objects” but also to decipher, interpret and create
meaning out of social and cultural landscapes, to interpret contemporary reality, make sense of it
and propose meaningful solutions. What tools do they require in order to do that? It is proposed
that semiotics is essential as a foundation for fashion design programmes, since it can promote a
deeper understanding of the roles that signs play in the creation and diffusion, and decoding and
reinterpretation of fashion. The discipline of semiotics has been part of industrial design univer-
sity programmes in European and American design schools for several decades. In Italy, courses
in semiotics are found in Bologna University; Universita IUAV' di Venezia in Venice; Istituto
Superiore per le Industrie Artistiche in Florence and Urbino; Milan Polytechnic; and other univer-
sities and higher education institutions. However, although the number of these studies has
increased, the academic contributions to the field have been occasional rather than systematic.
In a previous study (Guedes and Buest 2017), we sought to identify the presence of semiotics in
fashion design curricula in higher education. In the six cases studied, two things became evident.?
First, the role design plays in different national, economic, industrial and commercial contexts ulti-
mately influences the approach fashion design will take towards semiotics. The second finding was
that semiotics as an approach was differently evident in the higher education programmes of
European countries. In France, these approaches and insights had made little impact on fashion
design education, exemplified by a‘technique d’excellence’ promulgated there. In England, semiotics
was entangled into cultural studies with an international perspective. Despite this inclusion of semi-
otics within art and design curricula, how far it has actually influenced making and production is
debatable. In Italy, however, semiotics has been fundamental to the study of and training in design.
The research showed that the two Italian programmes under investigation related semiotics to the
very understanding of the fashion design process. One programme incorporated it in the structure,
and the other directly as a discipline. The results of that earlier study have provided the impetus to
further explore the relations between semiotics and fashion design within higher education settings.
Through a framework composed of four relations between fashion design and semiotics, this article
aims to demonstrate the educational importance of developing a holistic view that incorporates the
local and the global and covers the processes of creation, production, distribution, and consumption
within their social and cultural contexts. We propose that in educational settings, semiotics is not just
a method for interpreting fashion objects or design processes. Rather, it is a valid epistemological
grounding for fashion design practice in its entirety. It offers students a theoretical framework with
which to think about their practice as fashion designers and an awareness that meaning is
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The semiotics of fashion design

embedded in dynamic code systems that are context-dependent. Products are also part of a contex-
tual sign system within which users construct meaning.

The article is organized into three sections: the first focuses on the fashion design sector, and on
the changes brought about by production, market and distribution models in the higher education
sector; the second presents the theoretical semiotic perspectives that informed the study; the third
defines and evaluates the four semiotic states of fashion design. It is followed by a conclusion section.

The fashion design sector and higher education in fashion design

Over the last twenty years, design has widened its scope beyond the classical beautiful/useful pair of
values, aiming at a wider range of fields of activity: living spaces, working places, comfort, safety,
interaction, environmental sustainability, inclusion, social innovation, accessibility (to services and
information) and the whole sphere of social life. In 2015, Li Edelkoort, one of the world’s best-
known trend forecasters, published the Anti-Fashion Manifesto (Edelkoort 2015), which pointed out
ten reasons for the failure of the current fashion system, which, according to her, still follows an
industrial model. Edelkoort (2015) highlighted the incongruence between fashion design education
and the fashion design market.

The former — fashion design education — trains individualists as creative geniuses; the latter —
fashion design market — requires creative professionals who possess collaboration and interaction
competencies. Edelkoort’s (2015) ‘manifesto” confirms that fashion design in higher education
originated and developed within the industrial practice that defined a set of skills and knowledge of
the craft to satisfy clothing production companies. As the global economic landscape expanded,
spreading production globally (Becla 2012: 126), the working environment changed, demanding
adjustments to professional capabilities — innovation, creativity and problem-solving (Bill 2008). The
WGSN (World Global Style Network) report “The Vision 2019" (WGSN 2017), for instance, elaborates
the point that designers are not expected to create ‘new products’, but to create meaning, stories, and
products with a purpose.

The definition of‘industrial design’adopted by the Professional Practice Committee of the World
Design Organization (WDO) in its 29th General Assembly in South Korea in 2015 reads:

Industrial Design is a strategic problem-solving process that drives innovation, builds business

success, and leads to a better quality of life through innovative products, systems, services,

and experiences. Industrial Design bridges the gap between what is and what’s possible. It

is a trans-disciplinary profession that harnesses creativity to resolve problems and co-create

solutions with the intent of making a product, system, service, experience or a business, better.
(WDO 2017)
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This definition moves the emphasis from the object to the user, and represents a shift from the logic
of technological innovation towards a logic of social innovation. It places the human in the centre of
the process. It aims to acquire a deep understanding of user needs through empathy and to apply a
pragmatic, user-centric problem-solving process to design products, systems, services and experi-
ences. Among the many definitions in the current debate on ‘social innovations’, Catoir-Brisson
(2017) focuses on three characteristics that highlight their grounding in contemporary societal prob-
lems, and co-design solutions:

1. They are not primarily commercial but emphasize the common good.
2. They are created as a response to social needs.
3. They rely on new forms of governance in which the stakeholders are actively involved.

Thus, the fashion design sector demands professionals with a holistic view, able to interpret a much
broader and hybrid landscape. According to Pink (2005: 2), those professionals are creators and
empathizers, pattern recognizers and meaning makers. Despite that, Edelkoort (2015) affirms that
fashion design schools adopt a commercial model, and consequently, their students are educated to
reproduce a standardized fashion model. They have lost the capability to transform and defy reality
and hence the very idea of what fashion is. We accept that fashion design professionals need to
balance the aesthetic and creative with practical functions, with the logic of markets, production, and
consumption. However, technical and technological competencies are insufficient to promote antici-
patory thinking, prospective behaviour and creative propositions. Under a global network frame-
work, for instance, Esparragoza and Devon (2005) proposed that design practice includes in its
programmes the study of hyperconnected and multicultural scenarios, offering pathways to prepare
designers for ever-changing challenges. If we regard fashion design as a process through which
clothes (as an ensemble of materials, shapes, textures, and silhouette) gain meaning, then it is appro-
priate to resort to semiotics to comprehend and transpose social codes into innovative and meaning-
ful design solutions.

Theoretical framework/methodology

The theoretical framework adopted in this article considers semiotics as part of the constructivist
approach (Krippendorff 1992). According to this approach, the meaning of reality is constructed
through processes of social interactions among people and between people and objects, which are
part of a sign system that indexes meaning. Consequently, design entails imagining a better solution,
an improved reality (Folkmann 2011), continuously constructing or reconstructing reality, interven-
ing in it, acting upon it.




‘Il progetto € quindi
architettura del fu-

turo perché si pone
'obiettivo di realizzare
qualcosa in un tempo a
venire, descrivendo lo
stato dell’ambiente, le
condizioni di realizzazi-
one, l'inizio, il termine,
la durata, le fasi di un
processo’ (Proni 2006:
1). Authors’ translation:
‘The project is therefore
the architecture of the
future because it aims
to achieve something in
a future time, describing
the state of the environ-
ment, the conditions

of concretization, the
beginning, the term, the
duration, the phases of
a process’.

The semiotics of fashion design

As a semiotic process, fashion does not end with the designer’s outputs. The wearer may adopt,
adapt and change the meaning of a fashion proposal in ways that can be different from the original
intent, and that might feedback to inspire the designer with new ideas and so on. With a semiotic
approach, fashion design is not merely a directive process (which imposes the designer’s view) but
most definitely it is an encoding and a decoding one (it both proposes and deconstructs codes). It is
a co-creative (constructivist) negotiation between designer and wearer, both of whom are situated in
social and cultural contexts. Although materials, forms, and functions are at the core of fashion crea-
tion practice, fashion designers need to master the materiality of the ‘problem’, but also acknowledge
the interpretative process in design, which places semiotics inside the project activity (Deni and
Zingale 2017).

When looking for inspiration, designers are trying to comprehend and interpret explicit or
implicit codes (and their evolution), so that they can change them or add new ones (Hall 2006;
Folkmann 2011). We can say, then, that themes and topics traditionally belonging to semiotics are
already part of the design process. For instance, the storytelling approach as a stimulus to fashion
creation is the most widespread, but more marginal aspects of the semiotic theory are also evident in
design thinking and in scenario-based design.

Semiotics already plays some role in the (fashion) design process, but its value needs to be recog-
nized and its methods consciously and systematically deployed in educational settings. This is
because it helps to understand its value not just as a way of acquiring knowledge or perceiving and
interpreting reality, but also because semiotics opens up a prospective, open-ended imaginative
form of questioning. In Peirce’s Sign Theory, or S, there are certain dynamics of signs that open the
creative process because they point to qualities of things, situations, and feelings, and therefore are
not fixed in a solid definition of what this thing is, either in an actual situation or by habits or laws.
Barrena (2013: 3) emphasizes that for Peirce the very concept of knowledge is semiotic since it is
built on the interpretation of observed reality, through which new ideas are generated (imagined);
meanings are created in an endless signification process, that then guides human actions. To imagine
is to project, to know ‘the present”and to propose a possible future and act to make it happen.

Folkmann (2010) also highlights that in order to create connections between the immaterial and
materiality (to make ideas concrete in objects and produce designed solutions to design problems),
designers deploy observation and (re)interpretation of what is known. Folkmann’s (2010) view
suggests that design is an inquiry-based activity that entails a level of uncertainty and anticipation.
As the architecture of the future (Proni 2006),° design projects not only indicate a particular finite
solution but can potentially trigger new projects to answer questions that have not yet been articu-
lated, or to address a known problem or question it from a different angle. Following this reasoning,
we focus on the theoretical premise that, as Deni and Zingale put it,‘semiotics must be viewed as a
“mechanism” operating inside of design rather than as a microscope to analyze the results of design’
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(2017: 1294). As Chow and Jonas (2010) indicate, a close reading of Peirce’s semiotics allows us to
account for meaning-making as a truly creative process rather than merely the recognition of
known traits in artefacts or situations.

Findeli (2012) distinguishes between research on design and for design. Traditionally, applied
semiotics privileges studies on design in relation to industrial design products, services, communica-
tion, artefacts and spaces. It refers to analysing what has already been produced and how it functions
or impacts upon social life according to some regulating categories and objective principles. Semiotics
for design shifts attention from the design products towards specific problems and processes of the
design activity. It aims at individuating methodologies for an effective design solution and is only
practised in a sustained way by semioticians. Designers still largely consider semiotics only as an
interpretive, analytical methodology, an instrument chosen among many others available for clarify-
ing and evaluating the significance and use of a particular material or immaterial product.

Deni and Zingale (2017) question the traditional role semiotics has played in design projects, both
as an analytical tool (semiotics on design) and as a project methodology (semiotics for design), and
consider that design schools could provide ‘future designers with theoretical instruments allowing
them to understand, and thus exploit, the semiotic nature of design’ (Deni and Zingale 2017: 1294).

A survey conducted by Darras (2015) among semioticians both in academe and in the commer-
cial world confirmed that just under 50% of them regarded semiotics primarily as a method of anal-
ysis, and a similar proportion regarded it as a theory. When asked what kind of method it was, a
clear majority (when aggregated across first, second and third choices) of 35% regarded it as a crea-
tive tool, followed by an evaluation tool (27%) and an R&D or consultancy tool (23% each). When
asked about the usefulness of semiotics to design, even these respondents generally held to the
traditional view of semiotics as a tool for analysing existing products or communications rather than
as a tool for creative processes.

We contend that semiotics could potentially play a much more critical role in developing knowl-
edge in fashion design education by distancing it from standardized models of clothing creation and
production, and promoting a more subversive and challenging aptitude.

The semiotic state of fashion design

This section presents and discusses the four premises that form the Semiotic State of Fashion Design
(Figure 1). We propose a framework that considers four facets of semiotics: reflective process; uncer-
tain process; encoding-decoding process; and prospective process. These aspects cover the essential
contributions of this discipline to fashion design and are thus recommended for implementation in
higher education programmes to promote a transversal form of understanding throughout the fash-
ion design process.




The semiotics of fashion design

a reflective an uncertain
process process

(imaginative) {open project)

an encoding-
decoding process
{communicational)

a prospective
process
{anticipatory project)

Figure 1: The Semiotic State of Fashion Design.
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Semiotics as a reflective process (imaginative)

Understanding is a creative and constructive undertaking.
(Krippendorff 1992: 34)

Semiotics is an epistemology that provides a conceptual framework and a reflective method, from the
very outset and throughout the design process. At first, there is an exploratory and analytical moment
in which reality is observed and interpreted. According to Barrena (2013: 3-5), observing ideas that
are already ‘materialized’in the real world inspires new ideas, which are then translated into concrete
applications. Thus, imagination is the ‘desire to know’, which Barrena (2013: 5) links with action. For
Holt (2017: 30), the role of imagination in design is to map what exists and to alter it, creating new
meanings. Folkmann’s (2010) study demonstrates that through conscious visualization designers
develop the ability to intervene (create) in the physical world. Similarly, Hanke (2016) contends that
design gives a visual form to what has been imagined.* Such exteriorization of imagination (Deni
and Zingale 2017: 1295) creates a connection between ideals and concrete contexts (Folkmann 2011:
30-32). In the process, signs use technology as a stratagem (such as mood boards, patterns or fashion
collections) to transform nature into culture (Hanke 2016: 7-8). Semiotics can contribute a long-term
view to this process that, through observation, interpretation and the development of a lexicon of
knowledge, will inspire not just one concrete solution, but will convert this solution into resources for
future projects.

During the exploration and documentation phases of a project, when the ‘unknown’needs to be
mapped, semiotics can guide designers to make sense of the world’s complex systems of representa-
tion (Proni 2006: 6).° While researching to develop the ‘next’ fashion collection, for instance, design-
ers can start with available materials, or become inspired by ‘novelties’. Trend forecasts can inform
about the psychological, sociocultural, economic and technological mood of the period. The prod-
uct’s market destination (e.g. winter or summer clothing) suggests to student designers the expected
requirements to be fulfilled. In fact, through imagining mental scenarios or experimentation possi-
bilities designers would be able to transform what was previously observed, by devising methods of
acting upon them (Jutant et al. 2013). This semiotic state of fashion design is motivated by the desire
to know the unknown, and reflect upon it, to generate an initial mental idea (sign) and then succes-
sively improve, modify and adapt until there is a match between the mental and the resulting, actu-
alized artefact — from idea, through image/plan, to object.

Semiotics as uncertain process (open project)

While reflecting on and making an effort to understand and interpret the unknown, designers have
to face the uncertainty aspect of the design project, which is particularly important to acknowledge

In-form, related to non-
things, which‘flood our
environment’, immate-
rial information’,“word
in-formation’,’form in’
things (Flusser, cited in
Hanke 2016: 17-20).

“[1] successivi passi
della progettazione, e
un processo interpreta-
tivo che va a costruire la
descrizione progressi-
vamente pil dettagliata
(‘densa’) di un assente
possibile posto come
obiettivo’ (Proni 2006:
6). Authors’ translation:
“[1] successive steps of
design project, are an
interpretative process
that is going to build
the progressively more
detailed description
(‘dense’) of an absent
possible place as a
goal’.
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Figure 2: In a family event in Denmark: men and women, adults and children deem trainers to be properly acceptable gear.
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and to deal with in fashion design activity. As Proni (2006: 2-3) indicates, design projects are inher-
ently fluid and evolving.® Instability and ephemerality define the semiotic state of fashion design as
an uncertain process. Fashion design projects are complex, fast-paced and open to adaptability, so
that a planned approach to accommodate change and uncertainty is beneficial. The semiotic state of
fashion design prepares students and professionals to acknowledge, recognize and thrive within
dynamic conditions. Each collection, each design is only a transitory solution, an ephemeral idea
(Lipovetsky 2001), materialized in fashion objects that will be reinterpreted by the wearer, and in
turn inspire new possibilities.

In this respect, fashion objects evolve not only during the design process but also when they are
materialized in the world. The process by which fashion items are used by individuals to interact
socially, adds an element of uncertainty which creates the excitement of fashion — its ‘newness’, the
uncertainty of ‘how I will be seen’. The cycle of fashion (dissemination, adoption, and discarding) is
never free of signification. It is a continuous process of (re)interpretation of signs, in the course of
which meanings are exchanged, enhanced or devalued. In a semiotic state, the meaning of fashion
cycles is never fixed but always in a state of flux, leaving an opening for uncertainty, the ‘unknown’,
the yet-to-become (Folkmann 2011: 31). Items of clothing that signify a particular mindset (such as
fur as luxurious, or trainers as casual) (Figure 2), may be transformed in time to signify environmental
irresponsibility or preference for stylish comfort over formality, such as when leading actress Emma
Thompson turned up at Buckingham Palace to accept a damehood wearing white sneakers.

Semiotics as a prospective process (anticipatory)

While ‘prospering’ in uncertainty, fashion design projects also entail an anticipative future-oriented
mindset. Nothing is quite settled or definite; the evaluations of a designed object, and how this
reflects on both creation/production and consumption, may change over time and by context. Faced
with this, Proni (2006) resorts to Peirce’s concept of the semiotic as a prospective or predictive science.
From this, we maintain that semiotics as an educational framework develops and structures a type of
thinking and action that is necessary for fashion designers — an abstract one, based on divergence, on
connotation, on imagination. It promotes a forecasting aptitude, both predictive and proactive, that
pays attention to trends and markets, anticipating changes that might influence brands, companies or
consumer expectations (Hall 1980, in Hall et al. 1980: 168).

Semiotics as an encoding-decoding process (communicational)

Communicational aspects are present in all the tools and processes involved in the planning phase
of fashion design projects (e.g. mood boards, prototypes, technical patterns). They also support a

‘Il processo di proget-
tazione ¢ perd in sé¢
un processo fluido,
complesso e in grado
di ritornare su sé stesso
quando ¢ necessa-
rio” (Proni 2006: 3).
Authors’translation:
"However, the design
process is in itself a
fluid, complex process
capable of returning
over itself when it is
necessary’.
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panoply of imagery in fashion shows, brands, products, events, the scenography of shop windows
and so on. Lipovetsky (2001), for instance, analyses fashion as a communication tool that promotes
lifestyles (as a show rooted in reality). Clothes, as fashion items, are used as communication tools by
the wearer to share (or conceal) their aspirations, expectations, desires or states of mind within a
sociocultural context (Tseélon 1989, 2012). The communicational aspect is present both in the tangi-
ble (clothing) and the intangible (concepts, beliefs, sociocultural meanings) aspects of fashion design.

Fashion design products rely on the feedback and reinterpretation of users. Understanding how
(fashion) design, as a signifying system, is used and interpreted by the wearer is the objective of
social semiotics (Holt 2017: 337). Thus, the semiotic state of fashion design is reciprocal and socially
constructed (Hall 1980, in Hall et al. 1980: 171). As social encoders/decoders (meaning makers/
interpreters), fashion designers and wearers synthesize information and establish connections
through clothes.

While fashion designers are expected to be able to decipher complex social and cultural codes,
acknowledge their meanings and re-fashion them into design objects, within design education it
is still not clear how they will be equipped or facilitated to do so, except through some kind of
‘inbuilt’ intuition or talent. Their ‘creations’ carry not only what was imagined as a design project,
but also the potential for a decoding process to take place between the wearer, the clothes, and
the designer. At the communicational level, the designer and the wearer share the capacity and
opportunity to decode and encode (fashion) design creations through social and cultural relations
(Flusser, cited in Ferreira 2011: 153-55). A semiotic approach to design education would highlight
those relationships.

Conclusion

As individuals seek more nourishing and personalized education, from a lifelong learning
perspective, ‘new’ models of education are emerging,” not least in the design, architecture and
information technology areas of knowledge. To a certain extent, these aspirations defy or confront
the prevalence of an industrial model of curricula design, and theoretical/methodological focus
(WGSN 2017a). This article argues for the adoption of a semiotic approach to both analysis and
the creative process overall in fashion design programmes. The semiotic approach to fashion
design education presented here is overdue, if it is to keep pace with changes in the fashion
industry and the wider culture, and to prepare future designers for the challenges they will face.
The consideration of all semiotic facets proposed here would enable programmes to adopt an
anticipative, instead of responsive, stance in relation to the changes and the complexities of the
fashion sector.
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