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Note on fashion
Fashion signals are signals whose form changes over time while their referent, the quality they indicate, remains the same.  The item “m” that signaled quality “A” at time  t1 no longer does so at time t2 – instead, a new item “n” signals “A”, while “m” now signals “B”.

Fashion signals indicate one’s position in a mobile, information-based hierarchy. When we speak of fashion here, we are not talking only about clothing, but about any changeable, information-based expression. There are fashions in clothing, music, language and ideas.

In a mobile hierarchy (which may or may not be information-based), the signals that indicate one's status need to be frequently renewed because one’s status is subject to change.  If your status was 1 last week it may not be 1 this week; you should be able to signal a status of 1 only if your status has indeed remained 1. The strength hierarchies of the antler-bearing moose are mobile: illness, a bad fight, etc. can change a moose's position from strong to weak and the antlers, not being permanent, will bear this out. Similarly, the wealth hierarchies in many human societies are quite mobile, and signals that require repeated expenditures (rather than a single big expense) ensure that the representation is an up-to-date assessment of the underlying quality. Examples include hosting elaborate and expensive parties, or owning items that require a great amount of upkeep, such as an immense lawn or a yacht. Note that not all mobile hierarchies use fashion as a signal – only those based in part on access to information. The examples above (moose strength, personal wealth) are not fashion signals, for while the signals must be renewed frequently to maintain accuracy, the form of the signal itself does not change (moose don’t demonstrate strength with antlers one year and giant tusks the next).  And indeed, they are not signaling about access to information, but about other qualities, such as strength and wealth.

Fashion signals change over time.   Fashion signals indicate the signaler’s access to information because the signaler must have access to current information about the new form of the signal.   Often, this means that fashion is an indicator of social networks and connections. The club fashions that Sarah Thornton describes (the fashions here being where to go and what music is it this week) map the social networks connecting DJs, music makers, club goers. There are fashions in language, such as colloquial expressions, jokes, quotes - these chart social structures as people choose certain models to mimic and particular memes to pass on.

Fashion signals are costly. It is expensive in time and often in money to continuously reformulate a signal. If I want my blog to feature breaking news and the coolest links before anyone else’s does, I must devote a lot of time to exploring the world to find these items.  If I want my clothing to express my  central position in the coterie of “ladies who lunch”, I must devote not only time, but quite a bit of money, to seasonally updating an expensive wardrobe.

The classic descriptions of fashion (Veblen 1899)  and (Simmel 1904) posit differentiation and imitation as the driving forces. Those at the top of a hierarchy attempt to differentiate themselves from those below, who are attempting to imitate those above them.

Yet fashion/information hierarchies are not simple linear structures.  A footrace has a linear structure:  someone is first, which is best, someone else is second, which is second-best, someone is third, etc.  There is no advantage to being in the middle.  In fashion hierarchy, being the front-running trendsetter is risky.  There is the risk of making a mistake, of choosing a novel form of expression that does not catch on or is misunderstood.  Trend-setters are not necessarily even part of the status hierarchy that imitates them. For example, the status hierarchy of a group of high-school girls might involve many shifting changes of clothing and makeup style, based on the similarly rapidly changing styles of a small set of celebrities.  The celebrities are the trendsetters, but they are outside of the high-school girls’ hotly contested hierarchy.  (Suzuki and Best 2003) have a good discussion of what makes a trendsetter.  And Veblen observed that the struggle for social position takes place both within and between social classes.

Fashion can signal both one’s dedication to status in a hierarchy as well as one’s ability to achieve that status.  The fact that the signal must be continuously renewed and refreshed means that one cannot rest on one's laurels, on one's past signalling efforts. Time and energy must be repeatedly spent in obtaining and displaying the new signal. At the top of a fashion hierarchy one must spend considerable time maintaining contacts who provide one with access to the newest of things. As things move down the hierarchy and become mainstream, less effort is required to know about them.

Once a particular fashion becomes mainstream, it signals conformity, safety, a willingness to be one of the crowd.  Many of the cultural expressions and behaviors that appear mundane today, from wearing jeans, to using email, to listening to rock music, were once avant-garde choices – risky in that one could be labeled as strange or different, a rebel or a hopeless nerd

Also, those who are strongly identified with a particular subculture also pay the opportunity costs that aligning with that group may involve.  These may not be the first trendsetters, whose signals are novel enough to sometimes be ambiguous – and who may not even be participants in that particular status hierarchy, but the front-runners of the hierarchy itself
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