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The vocation of research, unlike train-
ing programmes, studies and
consulting, is not to directly answer the
questions posed by industry, in the
near future it will deal with deeper
issues, not dealt with heretofore, thus
gaining a true power of perspective.

Sylvie Ebel, Director of training pro-
grammes 

Editorial

Given the ambitions of the Institut
Français de la Mode, research is now a
vital part of the process as it enables the
spread and creation of knowledge and
competence. In addition, as research
and publications are on a global level
academically and are the corollary of
knowledge and competence, they now
constitute key factors of excellence and
notoriety. This is why it would be more
difficult in fine to justify a lack of com-
mitment to research than its growing
development.
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Instructions for use

By accelerating the speed at which kno-
wledge is exchanged – disregarding
borders and reducing transmission time -
information technology has moved the
question of knowledge back to the produc-
tion stage. With this in mind, the ambition
of this review is to deal with not only fas-
hion but the design industry in general
from an academic point of view.
In fact fashion and design together, sum up
the major issues of our market economy:
the prevalence of marketing over product,
of desire over need, of subjectivity over
mechanical rationality; the coming together
of art and industry, of production and
consumerism; the growing dependence of
the creative world on the economy; and
vice versa, business and industry’s use of
design as a means of standing out from
fierce competition where the demand for
differentiation is imperative.

This review intends to offer companies,
researchers, teachers and students a faith-
ful, comprehensive vision of the current
state of research, essentially in the econo-
my, management and human sciences. This
first issue will mainly deal with the growing
proximity between the worlds of fashion



and design due to the globalisation of the
industry. This is followed by a dossier dedi-
cated to the economy of the immaterial
which will emphasise the dematerialization
of the consumer economy: given the inter-
nationalisation of markets and the constant
renewal of the offer by design, the fashion
economy relies less on the actual produc-
tion of physical products than on
immaterial data. One only has to examine
the way in which products are managed
and marketed by invisible flows of images
and brands, symbols and pictures. Finally
we will carry out a review of current and
future university work, seminars, conferen-
ces and publications, which translate and
preface the new environment of the fas-
hion and design industries.

Olivier Assouly, Professor, in charge of
Research at IFM.
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which are in tune with the intelligence and
the issues of the time in order to compre-
hend both cultural transformations and
economic rationality.

The extension of the domain of culture

For a number of decades, cultural aware-
ness has become all-embracing, spreading
out to categories of objects which did not
heretofore qualify or did not exist; fashion,
urbanism, cosmetics, design, multimedia,
gastronomy, street theatre, songs, cartoons,
graffiti, advertising and a fortiori marketing.
Cultural “industries” provoked and then
amplified aesthetic inflation by multiplying
the technologies of production and trans-
mission (photography, digital, cinema,
internet) and as a result the reception of
“oeuvres” by the consumer.  

This aesthetic spread was all the
more effective given that the term “work of
art” was replaced by the vaguer “cultural
product”. In common usage the term cultu-
re tends to be substituted for that of art in
everyday speech. Art appears as a form of
culture, among others. Its hegemonic pre-
tensions were reduced to the extent that
“minor art forms” came out of the shadows,
as heritages were built doing justice to
heretofore ignored categories such as fas-
hion or popular traditions, and artists and
trends such as Duchamp and then Pop Art
went looking for their artistic motifs in the
technical, industrial and objects of mass
communication.

The new technological and economic order

In addition, the new digital technologies,
by creating correlations between sound,
image and text, now deploy a media com-
mon to numerous arts and forms of cultural
expression. This system of correspondence
between art, culture and the quotidian
continues to feed the idea of a “total art”. It
is understood that multimedia is not an art
but the digital substrata which waters down

Recreating a contemporary aesthetic

At this the start of the 21st century, the fun-
damental issue for research institutions is
their capacity to deal with the aesthetic
sensibility in a manner which goes beyond
the academic realm of art. In the 18th cen-
tury, aesthetics were built up as a “science”
leaving behind natural beauty for the
“beaux-arts”. The extension of the domain
of aesthetics is in part guided by the eco-
nomic and cultural motives of our time. If
the aesthetic is the science of “artificial
beauty”, it must take into account the tota-
lity of the aesthetic avatars – for the main
part communication and advertising – used
by  the market economy.

Aesthetic education relies on a critique but
also an academic organisation of knowled-
ge. The questions thrown up by the
design-based industries involve our future
in practices which through consumption
touch issues of taste, the freedom to appre-
ciate, the disparate transmission of
information, as well as the destitution of
the educational establishment as the main
location for the transmission of knowledge.
The future of creation relies on an educa-
tional and political fabric capable of
creating an awareness of taste. This proves
the importance of research programmes



certain formal distinctions to the advantage
of a unique conformation of production
and communication. Thus, the sphere of
“cultural communication” has technology at
its disposal for the promotion and transmis-
sion of its products.
We owe the now common expression,
“cultural industry” to the philosophers
Horkheimer and Adorno: an expression
considered pejorative at the time, the sign
of standardised, conditioned, commerciali-
sed culture like a consumer product. Walter
Benjamin, predicting the loss of “the aura”
of the work of art was the first to point out
the phenomenon of “technical reproducibi-
lity” with the industrialisation of music and
even more so due to the birth of cinema
and photography. Serial production led to
mass production. However, mass culture is
linked to economic parameters which in
one felled swoop determine the form, the
content and a fortiori the way it is received.

Exemplary figures from fashion and design

Fashion and design catalyse almost all of
the issues at stake in cultural capitalism: the
prevalence of marketing over the product,
of desire over need, of subjectivity over
mechanical rationality; uniting art and
industry, production and consumption; in
response to the formality of the division of
work and the scattering of tasks within the
company; the solidarity of aesthetic prero-
gatives and of the market; the growing
dependence of the creative world on the
economy; and vice versa, business and
industry’s use of design as a means of stan-
ding out from the fierce competition they
face where the demand for differentiation
is imperative. In addition, the numerous
applications of design, dedicated to every-
day objects and marked by the growing
concentration of functions in a limited
number of objects, prefigure the emergen-
ce of new “ways of living”.  This evolution
affects functionality as much as the gro-
wing solidarity between function and
aesthetic or decorative form.

The generalised injection of “beauty” trans-
lates the level of saturation of the
production of useful goods and the neces-
sity to move the goalposts of consumerism
towards a more subjective or emotional
sphere. Far from being frozen in time,
design has become a constant, essential to
the economic constraints of production,
cost, distribution, marketing ergonomics,
safety, choice of materials, technology,
maintenance and long-lasting development
problems. This is why design involves –
both emblematically and in real terms – the
actual future of our societies. It is the result
of the crystallisation of aesthetic and there-
fore market-based demands which have
spread to the entirety of the artificial sphe-
re. Design demands an exemplary
contemporary production process, one
which in the future will need to be sanctio-
ned.

The need for historical perspective

The loss of the designer’s autonomy in
comparison to the personal, sometimes
marginal work of the artist again throws up
the question of the social and symbolic
function of consumer goods. We are not
talking about the end of art as we know it,
like the end of history, neither do we wish
to give rein to feelings of nostalgia for the
romantic figure of the artist free from eco-
nomic or social constraints. It is a merely a
moment of history which will reveal itself
to be but a recent phase within art, given
its start by Manet in the same way that the
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and aesthetic production. Research must
seize the aesthetic originality of the rela-
tions between production, creation and
industry. It must deal with both the variety
and the versatility of aesthetic manifesta-
tions while attaching them to the economic
rationale from which which they are gene-
rated. Paradoxically, the realisation of the
disappearance of differences, still referred
to as “standardisation” or “uniformisation”
of the consumer offer is a danger but also
an opportunity which gives meaning and
ambition to original, unprecedented genres
of production and creation.

Olivier Assouly

beaux-arts are a mere artistic period or
more generally a technique.
We must not forget that, according to
Lessing, the autonomy gained by aesthetics
in the 18th century demanded the exclu-
sion of essentially religious painting from
the realm of art as its function seemed
more that of edification and education. This
stage also included the eviction of the
applied arts due to their manifestly utilita-
rian character. However the social and
economic adoption of the creative indus-
tries cannot be arbitrarily considered as the
decline of art.
The academic margin for manoeuvre on
these questions is limited. One must try to
avoid extremes: nostalgia for the creative
industries as much as blind trust in a post-
modernity which is slowly giving way to
chaos and the disappearance of the secular
forms of creativity. Whatever the case, the
question of the end of art is more an issue
of contemporary aesthetics as it digs its
inspiration in a capitalism whose aesthetic
excitement now constitutes its cornerstone.
One only has to take into account the
importance of communication strategies
whose offer relies on a flow of immaterial
data the main motor of which is pure plea-
sure. This is the case of the fashion and
cosmetic industries as well as that of goods
seen as basic necessities.

Producing discriminating forms

One of the major challenges to be faced is
to consider all practices – fashion, art,
design, multimedia – side by side, on a
theoretical and practical level, resisting the
temptation of the amalgam and the confu-
sion of genres. This should be the main aim
of the creative industries, to precisely defi-
ne an aesthetic, to outline both practical
and theoretical discriminating categories,
without which artistic or industrial produc-
tion and issues would become so banal as
to disappear totally. The question is to defi-
ne issues which identify and analyse the
correlation between economic rationale



Design, the origins of which lie in the
industrialisation of consumer goods, poses
the question of the relationship between
form and function, utilitarian value and
aesthetic value and encompasses almost
all of our economic and cultural issues:
the prevalence of marketing over product,
of desire over need, of subjectivity over
mechanical rationality; uniting art and
industry, production and consumerism; in
response to the formality of the division of
work and the scattering of tasks within the
company; solidarity of aesthetic prerogati-
ves and of the market; the growing
dependence of the creative world on the
economy; and vice versa, business and
industry’s use of design as a means of
standing out from the fierce competition
where the demand for differentiation is
imperative.
The study of design throws up some inter-
esting epistemological difficulties; should
we promote research in design on the
basis of other disciplines? Which of the
sciences deals with design? Is fashion
design? Far from being beside the point,
the methodological questions are as
important as the issues at stake in an area
which is confronted with the metamor-
phosis of its objectives and its concerns. In
order to highlight both the difficulties and
the possible solutions, we contacted Alain
Findeli, a physics engineer with a doctora-
te in aesthetics (Du Bauhaus à Chicago :
les années d’enseignement de Laszlo
Moholy-Nagy (1937-46)). He is currently a
professor at the Ecole de design industriel
de la faculté de l’aménagement de l’uni-
versité de Montréal and has been scientific
and pedagogical director of the research
masters programme “Design and
Complexity” since 2000. 

Olivier Assouly: We hear tell of “food
design” or “management design” how do
you explain the fact that the term is given
such fluctuating and metaphorical defini-
tions? How would you yourself define
design?

Alain Findeli: In the French language the
exercise of finding a definition for the word
design has become obligatory, but it no
longer has any meaning today, at least if it
means ending up with a general definition.
Etymological and savant pirouettes not-
withstanding, the broad spread of the
semantic basin of the term leads us to opt
for a definition “in situation” though the
terminological precision is of little impor-
tance to us. In other words, the meaning
will be fixed by the project we are dealing
with and the context in which it is situated.
The theoretical project which brought us to
Montreal led us to adopt a work definition
which dealt more with the process of
design than the resulting objects. Thus,
what is important in graphic design, food
design, fashion design, urban design, pro-
duct design, craft design, etc. (again from a
theoretical point of view) is more graphic
design, than graphic design, fashion design
rather than fashion design etc. On the other
hand, if we were looking at this from the
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plicated definition but I did warn you : if
we want to be exact, we must know where
we are going. Let us hope that I will have
succeeded in being clear if not very conci-
se!

OA: Is it legitimate to attach the activity of
fashion designer to your definition of
design? Are aesthetics sufficient for conjoi-
ning practices?

AF: But of course ! In fact for us the pro-
duct matters little as long as there is a
design, a project, a finalised, intentional,
structured, methodical process which can
speak for itself.
The criteria which outline a project depend
yet again on the context of the operation
and as such it is unlikely that aesthetic cri-
teria are the only ones to be considered.
They are of course necessary but by no
means suffice, however, if the aesthetic
dimension, and even more generally the
anthropological dimension (in the philoso-
phical meaning of the term), were absent,
then we would not consider it to be a
design project.
Why do Universities, especially in France,
have such problems letting design become
part of the curriculum and accepting docto-
ral thesis on the subject? Is this not a
common problem with all of the applied
“disciplines” like fashion or gastronomy
which continue to be ignored by French
Universities? 
The reticence of the Universities is compre-
hensible and legitimate: design, according
to the University, does not have a theoreti-
cal corpus. The rigorous reflective
dimension is absent from the practical dis-
ciplines (it is simply not their aim). Take for
example the numerous “theses” written in
schools (in design and architecture) which
are often used to request a university mas-
ters equivalent. This work, while it does
show undeniable literary interest, is not
structured by the methodological criteria of
the scientific culture which is part of the
university institution.
On the other hand, we cannot agree with

point of view of an economist, historian,
Minister for Culture, Museum Director,
Company Director, engineer, our definition
would be different.
In 1990, the editors of the magazine Design
Issues invited twenty specialists to a works-
hop on the theme “the discovery of design”
and the definition of the following work
was proposed to the participants: “concei-
ving and planning the artificial”. 
We gladly take up the definition borrowed
on a large scale from Herbert Simon and
his “science of the artificial”. According to
Simon, design consists of any finalised pro-
cess which proposes to change the order of
things in the world to one which is judged
to be more satisfactory. The “science of
conception” which has reared its head in
France recently in the domains of research,
teaching and engineering science has bor-
rowed an analogous definition which
recognises that design, in this instance cal-
led “engineering design” had to make do
with a level of semantic and pragmatic
poverty which will have consequences for
the other professions in the project (indus-
trial design, architecture etc.)
In Montreal, we reined in the extreme
generality of Simon’s definition (which
applies to all professions) steering clear of
the epistemological posture which charac-
terises it in order to give priority to acts of
design which produce the products and
services of our constructed environment, of
our private and public everyday life, of our
material culture. The plan we were assi-
gning to design as we understood it was to
“Maintain or improve the habitability of the
world”.  These acts interested us in as
much as they were “projects”, that is to say
intentional, organised, methodical and
rational actions, and this regardless of the
rationale and finality in question, as long as
they could be described, justified, explai-
ned. In this definition we find one of the
categories spotted by Jean-Pierre Boutinet
in his general taxonomy of human projects,
the “projet d’aménagement” (adjustment
project).
I do however agree that this is a more com-



the French University theory that things
have not changed, as there now exists a
large and original theoretical body of work
dealing with design which justifies the inte-
rest of research programmes. We are right
at the heart of the mission of the university
and not the professional schools where
there is no form of research. For over ten
years we have seen the establishment of a
veritable scientific community of design
with conferences, reviews, think tanks,
doctoral projects, issues and research pro-
grammes and France is notable by its
absence.

OA: Why do Universities, especially in
France, have such problems letting design
become part of the curriculum and accep-
ting doctoral thesis on the subject? Is this
not a common problem with all of the
applied “disciplines” like fashion or gastro-
nomy which continue to be ignored by
French Universities? 

AF: The reticence of the Universities is
comprehensible and legitimate: design,
according to the University, does not have
a theoretical corpus. The rigorous reflective
dimension is absent from the practical dis-
ciplines (it is simply not their aim). Take for
example the numerous “theses” written in
schools (in design and architecture) which
are often used to request a university mas-
ters equivalent. This work, while it does
show undeniable literary interest, is not
structured by the methodological criteria of
the scientific culture which is part of the
university institution.
On the other hand, we cannot agree with
the French University theory that things
have not changed, as there now exists a
large and original theoretical body of work
dealing with design which justifies the inte-
rest of research programmes. We are right
at the heart of the mission of the university
and not the professional schools where
there is no form of research. For over ten
years we have seen the establishment of a
veritable scientific community of design
with conferences, reviews, think tanks,

doctoral projects, issues and research pro-
grammes and France is notable by its
absence.

OA : Can design be considered as the appli-
cation of a science, that comes from exact
or human science, even aesthetics? Does
this not mean that the opposition between
theory and practice is limiting and restric-
tive? 

AF: I have often indicated in my writings
that the “applied sciences” model is not a
valid one to explain design; neither is that
of the “applied arts”. We now have at our
disposition a body of empirical and theore-
tical arguments to invalidate this. Donal
Schön among others has been one of the
most convincing on the subject as well as
those who advocate a complex approach
to design. The theory/practice relationship
must indeed by rethought on new founda-
tions in the same way that the relationship
of design with the engineering and anthro-
po-social sciences. As for aesthetics, we are
starting to see that the traditional philoso-
phical framework within which we worked
before (more or less from Kant to the pre-
sent day) is total inappropriate when
dealing with design, its practices, objects
and the use that is made of it. The aesthe-
tic of design has to be reworked entirely.

OA : What are the alternatives to the idea of
design as a simple applied activity? What is
the “research-project”. What is the place of
inter-disciplinarity in all of this?

AF: The answer to that question would
require too much of a lead-up. I will have
to refer you back to published scientific
literature which is easy to access if one
takes the time.
The “research-project” is a method of scien-
tific investigation which was elaborated to
take into account the particular epistemolo-
gical status of design and the research
issues that are its own. It takes its inspira-
tion from so-called qualitative research
methods, action-research and anchored



OA: Should we thus be re-examining the
place of marketing which according to you,
is limiting the possibilities of objects in its
current form and turns the consumer into
a passive, solely receptive being?

AF: The theoretical framework of marke-
ting is behavioural psychology. More
recent models developed in the field of
consumer studies to which refer the
notions of experience design, emotional
design and sensory metrology, only go to
confirm this fact. However, we find this
theoretical framework inadequate, as it
respects neither human complexity nor
dignity. A broader idea of philosophical
anthropology is more appropriate. We are
currently interested a very promising
research project dealing with the question
of the implicit anthropology of the profes-
sions.

OA: How do you create the mainframe of
your work and what are the advantages
that could be gained from it by the market
economy ? 

AF: Our scientific project is fundamental
research. We are not working to any dead-
line. However, this research-project due to
its methodological principles cannot not be
conducted in an ivory tower: it is by defini-
tion involved. It is field work which
demands that all of the actors in the design
world are considered in the models we are
developing. The actors in the economy are
part of this to the same extent as the others.
The socio-economic area that we have
decided to concentrate on is that of dura-
ble development (eco-conception) which
has led us to work in close co-operation
with economic actors who have unders-
tood that it is unavoidably the way of the
future. In addition, we are more interested
in design in the public domain and less so
the decorative arts or applied arts with
which design is too often assimilated.

theorisation, using the design project as the
“field” and the “lab”. As you may have
guessed inter-disciplinarity is very present,
as any design project is inter-disciplinary
by nature.

OA: What university courses have you set
up for this? 

AF: At the University de Montreal, we set
up a two-year masters programme in
design research which ends up with a
research thesis based on the design project.
The course is called “Design &
Complexity”, it conforms strictly to the
methodological and epistemological
demands of rigorous scientific research and
is as such not a “research and develop-
ment” programme like others that exist
(programmes known as “professional”). In
simpler terms, it is not research for design
(R & D) , neither is it research about design
studies) but in fact research by design. The
product of the research is intellectual befo-
re it is material.

OA : To what extent does this new approach
to design oblige us to reconsider the role of
the end-user of the project? And to what
extent does the consumer become active in
the elaboration of the project?

AF: The design model we have chosen
which falls into the theoretical framework
of practical philosophy (ethics), is interes-
ted in the main in the “actors” of the project
rather than the products (aesthetic perspec-
tive) or the process (epistemological and
methodological perspectives). The end-
users (consumers, receivers) are of course
among the actors of the project. The “acti-
ve” research methods such as
project-research and participatory research
as well as conception methods under the
collective term of co-design reserve an
important place for the end-user and bene-
ficiaries of the project. This theoretical
model opens up some radically new per-
spectives for design.



The “creative industries” (fashion,
cosmetics, design) and on a more
general level the modern economy
are less managed by a visible flow
of material objects and products
than by a invisible flow of data
images and symbols. 
If the producers now put the em-
phasis on immaterial assets – brands,
human capital, knowledge and ima-
gination – this is translated by the
hegemony of the culture of the
product over the product itself of
experience and the sphere of sub-
jectivity over the utilitarianism of
goods, of marketing over product,
of the immaterial over the material.

Special Report/ 
The economy

of the immaterial
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and passions now have a monetary value:
“In the Age of access, everyone can buy
access to their own past experience”. The
place of cultural industries (tourism, fas-
hion, beauty, leisure, multimedia) is
interpreted here by a futurologist, James
Ogilvy who quotes Rifkin: “The growth of
the experience industries shows the satura-
tion of the material goods market which
grew from the industrial revolution (...).
Today’s consumer no longer asks himself
do I need a certain object, but rather “What
new experience would I like to have?”
It is no longer the image which represents
the product but the product representing
the image. One does not wear a shirt
without first of all experiencing the “lifesty-
le” constructed by the marketing
department the content of which comes
from a reservoir of popular or elitist cultu-
re with the help of artistic techniques. The
consumer is doubly produced, as subject
and object of consumerism: “We are begin-
ning to become consumers of our own
lives”.
If fashion has an essential part in this eco-
nomic schema it is because it sums up not
the consumption of products (trainers) or
materials (plastic) but the possibility of
attaining experiences, states of excitement
and “altered states”, such as those expe-
rienced in sport, victory and performance.
We are dealing with a real process of
dematerialization of the economy. So the
traditionally non-mercantile data whether it
be symbolic, spiritual or emotional is trans-
formed into capital, human sources for
profit.
Rifkin brings a critical eye to an evolution
which is leading to the disappearance of
the borders between private and professio-
nal life, one that produces a subjectivity
exclusively devoted to the extension of
consumerism. Straight away the intermina-
ble discussions between marketing the
offer and the demand reveal themselves to
be illusory. In one case the offer without
desire is in vain, and in the other desire has
no reason to exist ex nihilo in societies
where consumerism is almost permanently

The
immaterial 
or capitalism as 
self-consumerism

Jeremy Rifkin
The Age of Access, The New Culture of
Hypercapitalism Where All Life is a Paid-for
Experience
(La Découverte, Paris, 2000)

Jeremy Rifkin demonstrates in The Age of
Access that since the end of the eighties,
capitalism has begun the production of
immaterial services and experiences, by
slowly detaching itself from its industrial,
property-based origins. This transition is
due for the most part to the plethora of
goods on offer which obliges us to find
new forms of selling.
The author emphasises the growing “mer-
chandisation” of human culture and
experiences. Material, tangible heritage is
less and less compatible with the brevity of
the trend cycles which in turn lead to a
growth in consumer versatility itself shaped
by the obsolescence of product ranges.
This consumer who has a “Life time value”
and whose loyalty calculated by American
studies amounts to 3 800 $ per annum in a
given supermarket, is at the centre of the
new economy. Evaluating the attention of
the consumer to products has become an
enormous issue to the extent that manage-
ment has inverted the traditional
relationship between the attributes of an
object and the consumer. As a result, the
mantra has become “all of your products
are ephemeral, only your clients are real”.
Consumers are categorised like targets that
must be identified by extracting personal
data of an immaterial nature which can aid
in rationalising purchasing behaviour.
This new capitalism aims less to produce
objects than to produce desires by atta-
ching a history, a culture or a set of
memories to a brand, with the intention of
“experience-ising” the products. Feelings
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at its apex. The difference is the same: the
subjective sphere must be grasped (desire,
passion, imagination, memories, emotions),
stimulated and reborn so that the consumer
consumes himself through shopping.
Just like Naomi Klein’s No Logo or Luc
Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s Nouvel Esprit
du Capitalisme, Rifkin’s work opens a criti-
cal space at the heart of capitalism which is
immediately taken on board by that same
capitalism for the benefit of an economy
where anything that makes you stand out
from the competition can be commercially
decisive. As a result critics are highly consi-
dered and held in esteem, and are then
adapted and integrated at the heart of a
new “new economy”. Evidence of this are
ethical and ecological demands of the
consumer: “When Body Shop customers
buy perfumes and soaps in their favourite
shop, they are buying the experience of
animal rights campaigners”.
O.A.

André Gorz
L’immatériel (The Immaterial)
(Galilée, Paris, 2003)

André Gorz observes a mutation in mate-
rial capitalism, what the Anglo-Saxons
refer to as the “knowledge economy” and
the French “capitalisme cognitif”. This
“human capital” is less concerned with
science or knowledge, both already well
exposed in industrial capitalism through
science and technology, than intelligence,
imagination and the knowledge of the
actors within companies. As such, the
issue is not knowledge or professional
qualifications but competence, in the
broad  sense of the term, capable of mobi-
lising all of the aptitudes of individual
culture and experiences. This unpreceden-
ted process, apart from the fact that it has
the originality to integrate everything that
was heretofore stuck in the solely profes-
sional domain, takes Fordism to task
where individuals “only became operatio-
nal once they have been stripped of their

knowledge, skills and habits developed by
the culture of everyday life”. From now
on, post-ford workers must enter the pro-
duction process with all of their cultural
baggage on board acquired through
games, team sports, battles, fights, musical
and theatrical activities, etc”.
If the economy of knowledge is at the ori-
gin of these seismic shifts, it is because the
value of the merchandise contrary to what
Marx says in Das Kapital is no longer
determined by the quantity of social work
they contain but by their content in terms
of knowledge. Judgement, intuition, aes-
thetic sense, level of training and
information, the ability to learn and adapt
to unexpected situations are among the
required qualities that are difficult to
quantify. This is even more marked in the
creative professions: “The production of
these acts implies a part of self-production
and giving of oneself. It is perfectly
obvious in the caring professions (educa-
tion, health, assistance) but also in the
artistic professions, fashion, design, adver-
tising”. This then leads to a need for
management by objectives which unlike
human production means, have the
advantage of being quantifiable.
How can we define the dominant immate-
rial factor of a product? It means “any
merchandise whose materiality, of a very
low unitary cost, is only the vector or the
packaging of its immaterial, cognitive,
artistic or symbolic content”. The moneta-
ry value of a product has nothing intrinsic,
it comes de facto from the practical capa-
city of the business to limit its diffusion:
which leads to a need for the new econo-
my and in particular brand names to
regulate intellectual property and a fortio-
ri to contain the level of copying and
fakes, to control access to knowledge. The
economist Yann Moulier Boutang, contra-
ry to Gorz maintains that the process of
privatisation of cultural values by control-
ling access to knowledge “must not hide
the massive “de-merchanidisation” by the
digital network which is currently causing
a crisis in intellectual property protection



for the benefit of industry. As such, adver-
tising, rather than address itself to the
buyer’s practical sense as it had until then,
had to contain a message which transforms
even the most trivial product into a vector
of symbolic meaning. It was time to call on
“irrational emotions”, create a consumer
culture, produce the typical consumer who
in buying  products looked for and found
a way of expressing his “most intimate self”
or, as an advert from the twenties claimed,
“what is in you that is most unique and
precious but kept hidden”. 
His vision of a market entering the hearts
of consumers was put into action when the
tobacco industry asked him to find a way
to make more women smoke. Bernays’
rhetoric was as follows: the cigarette being
a phallic symbol, women would begin to
smoke if they found the cigarette was a
way to emancipate themselves from mascu-
line dominance. The press was notified that
for the Easter Sunday Parade in New York
that they were going to see something
spectacular. Indeed, at the specified time,
around twenty young elegant women took
their cigarettes and lighters from their
handbags and lit their “freedom torches”.
To the joy of the tobacco industry, the ciga-
rette suddenly became the symbol of
women’s liberation. President Hoover said
to Bernays in 1928 “You have transformed
people into constantly moving happiness
machines”.

Among the questions highlighted by Gorz,
some deal with the confusion between the
selling space and the public space, consu-
mer and citizen, private and public space,
or the hijacking of the field of culture by
the marketers. “Artistic creation, according
to Gorz, must disturb in order to renew the
way people perceive things and their capa-
city to imagine. Advertising and fashion
must appeal to the public and impose their
norms. As the privileged vehicle for these
norms, the brand image, by grasping the
immaterial fixed capital has power over the
public at large, everyday culture and the
social collective psyche. The symbolic capi-

in a growing number of domains to the
same extent that material production is fal-
ling fast”.
O.A.

The
invention
of consumer culture

In L’Immatériel, André Gorz shows that
fixed immaterial capital is also used as a
means to produce consumers. It aims to
‘”produce desires, cravings, self-images and
lifestyles which when adopted and interio-
rised by individuals will transform them
into a new type of buyer who “don’t need
what they want and don’t want what they
need”. A definition of the consumer which
harks back to that outlined by Edward
Bernays at the start of the 1920’s. Bernays,
who was born in Vienna in 1891 was
Sigmund Freud’s nephew and must be
considered the modern architect of persua-
sion techniques applied to the political
sphere and to mass consumerism. Two
recent American books enable us to mea-
sure his influence on the development of
the consumer culture; one by Larry Tye,
The Father of Spin : Edward L. Bernays and
the Birth of Public Relations, (Owl Books,
2002) and the other, by Stuart Ewen, A
Social History of Spin, (Basic books, 1996).
Bernays moved to the U.S. at a time when
a number of captains of industry were
wondering how to find civilian outlets for
the enormous production capacities indus-
try had developed during the first world
war. They had developed a new discipline:
“public relations” In his writings -
Crystallising Public Opinion (1923),
Propaganda (1928), The Engineering of
Consent (1947) – he explained that if the
needs of people are limited by nature, their
desires are in essence unlimited. So one
had to try to mobilise these subconscious
springs, these irrational motivations, these
fantasies and desires and put them to work
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tal of the brand is the instrument with
which the merchandise must produce
consumers, enhanced by the consumers
themselves. They will accomplish the invi-
sible work of self-production which
“supplies the object with a subject”, that is
to say produces desires, cravings, a self-
image of which the merchandise is
supposed to be the appropriate expression.
Brand advertising, in a word, creates self-
production within the consumer, adding
value to the merchandise of the brand as
emblems of its own status enhancement. It
is through the power it takes from this invi-
sible task of self-production, by the covert
violence of the advertising invasion of all
spaces and moments of everyday life on
the individual that the symbolic capital
truly functions as a fixed capital.
O.A.

Remarks on 
Le nouvel esprit du capitalisme 
(The New Spirit of Capitalism)
Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, 
(Gallimard, Paris, 1999)

We must also refer to another book, Le
Nouvel esprit du capitalisme, in which the
question of access to goods and on a larger
scale to oneself comes up in a description
of the “connectionist” (networked) world.
The latter is characterised by access to
objects not founded on property but on
renting, in other words “availability, but on
a temporary basis”. The authors wonder if
this connectionist schema marks the end of
the traditional model of “possession” and
conclude on the contrary that it brings “to
the ultimate an element that had been at
the origin of the liberal conception of pro-
perty: the connectionist man is owner of
himself (....) in as much as he himself is the
product of his self-production”. This thin-
king takes into account the recent
emergence of the idea of owning ones own
body, a theme which is in line with “the

enormous growth of industries whose
objective is to create a self-image through
fashion, health, diet, or cosmetics and ano-
ther industry in the throes of expansion,
that of “personal development” which
accompanies the reorganisation of compa-
nies and the emergence of new professions
such as life coach”.
From this comes a transformation of the
notion of responsibility now defined as
“responsibility for oneself: each person as
the producer of oneself is responsible for
their body, image, success and destiny”.
This self-obsession most notably on an aes-
thetic level is the critical heritage of the
desire for freedom of the sixties which was
then integrated in the form of merchandise
and  less authoritarian, more permissive
management models appropriate to the
new forms of self-possession.

Ségolène Ferrand, professor,
Communication Director - IFM

How 
to embrace 
the immaterial?

André Gorz’ book L’immatériel is particu-
larly interesting as it highlights the
significance of the economy and society of
the immaterial which is daily becoming our
reference. I will comment on the meaning
of the term “immaterial” and then on the
evolution of society and the global village.
The term “immaterial” is a general term. In
concrete terms it means that which is not
materially tangible. However this reasoning
can rapidly lead us to a dead end if we
remain convinced that the tangible is a
comfortable and reassuring fiction. In addi-
tion the immaterial can denote phenomena
which have nothing to do with modernity.
Thus the return of religion comes from the
development of the immaterial but this is
not what interests us here.
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the growing, not only financial, inequalities
but also in terms of access to information.
As for the “imaginary aspects”, they give
rise to a well-known controversy around
the credo of No Logo.
Where does all of this lead us? By taking a
certain conceptual Marxist tradition as a
lead (the value of work, monetary value,
the drop in profit rates etc.), André Gorz
goes back to the traditional themes of the
individual being manipulated and program-
med to his peril. This harks back to the old
definition of ideology as conscience on the
wrong path. He is worried about the forces
at work and calls for a type of political eco-
logy in line with his previous writings.
From another point of view we can refer
back to a text which is forerunner to Gorz
“The Use of Knowledge in Society” from
1945 in which Hayek dealt with the pricing
system and the society of knowledge and
reason within a paradigm that turns out to
be as optimistic as the market economy is
generalised. This could be followed by an
endless ideological debate which would be
nothing more than an up to date version of
the traditional debate on capitalism.

Let us try to reflect on a different level by
reminding ourselves of a few salient points.
First of all it is a fact that capitalism does
have an ability to absorb cultures, resistan-
ce and antagonisms. It is also a fact that the
global village is totally fragmented and full
of contrasts. Thirdly the information revolu-
tion (cognitive) and the current
post-modern upheaval represent an excep-
tional stroke of luck for the “educated
middle class” open on the world; but its
impact is much more ambiguous for those
who are excluded, not from the material
production but deprived of the intellectual
and conceptual schemas inherent to the
aptitude to be in touch with the different
spheres of the immaterial. Finally, in terms
of regional and national culture it is clear
that the capacity to seize this new order is
extremely unequal, in particular in terms of
the representation of time (linear, cyclical,
fragmented interior...) of the culture in

Perhaps what does not appear sufficiently
clear in André Gorz’ book is that the imma-
terial including the aspects driven by
modernity denotes design of very different
natures which can be coded or random,
linked to the imagination or to techno-
scientific aspects. If all of this is mixed up
we should first of all find out what are the
components.
In simple terms, we can distinguish two
distinct families within “contemporary
immaterial”: “the immaterial of cognition”
and “ the immaterial of the imagination”.
The former is covered widely in economic
and management literature. For many years
articles have been published on the cogni-
tive economy or on knowledge
management. For the most part the empha-
sis is placed on the capital of knowledge in
a company or in a society and this kno-
wledge is considered an asset which is
cumulative and manageable. The immate-
rial of the imagination is linked to the
collective psyche of individuals and cultu-
res but is not an area where the subjective
reigns over all without any rules. The
immaterial of the collective psyche has its
own rules, which can be cumulated with
those of history and culture and can be
analysed in more detail. Jeremy Rifkin on
the subject in The Age of Access mentions
the arrival of a “cultural capitalism” which
includes fashion, design, creation not for-
getting advertising and communication.
The question of interaction between both
"immaterials" is a difficult one, the “collec-
tive psyche immaterial” received much less
attention than that of cognition and the IFM
is in a better position than most to remedy
this situation.
How is the global village dealing with this
evolution? The debate is of course quite
contradictory. Many feel, like Bill Gates that
information systems and the Internet repre-
sent a huge step forward for democracy in
the world as they enable access to kno-
wledge. Into this comes the debate on free
or paying access bringing to mind in parti-
cular the battle by the creators of Linux. On
the other hand we could also be worried at



question, where the ephemeral rules and
there is a constant quest for logistical opti-
misation.
The immaterial can be compared to
Fordism. The latter, from a certain angle
represented freedom, entrapment from
another. Rather than giving in to anathema
and rudimentary criticisms, today it is
important to better understand the structu-
re of the immaterial. Let each individual
then imagine and share new gardens of
imagination in the Epicurean tradition or
devote themselves to a renewed form of
politics constantly searching for meaning in
a universe whose modes of socialisation
have been totally upset, one which is now
run by a precarious set of rules, vulnerable
to an overwhelming, exhilarating, vertigi-
nous sense of virtuality. 

Pascal Morand, Executive Director of the
Institut Français de la Mode (IFM). 
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ÉVÉNEMENTS

Between production and consumption, fashion
buyers as cultural intermediaries
February 2003 – Great Britain 

J. Enwistle’s thesis at the University of
Essex, examined the role of a group of cul-
tural workers who often remain invisible
and who are however crucial to the fashion
industry in Britain, fashion buyers. They
are the key intermediaries, their decisions
have an economic and cultural importance
for fabric producers, garment manufactu-
rers and consumers as well as their own
retail activities whose survival depends on
effective calculation of the fashion market.

Entwistle observed fashion buying over a
period of six months to gauge their impor-
tance in the fashion world. The cultural
industries, for example fashion and music
have taken on a national and global econo-
mic weight in the past few years. In Great
Britain in the nineties the success of the
“Cool Britannia” operation initiated by New
Labour relied heavily on the promotion of
the cultural industries presented as the key
to economic growth and cultural vitality. In
parallel, by playing a more and more
essential role in the economy these “cultu-
ral intermediaries” actively promote and
translate cultural products and ideas.
For further information: 
www.regard.ac.uk

The production of the immaterial
May 2003 – France/Lyon

The main themes dealt with in this confe-
rence merit a mention. In the nineteenth
century, people woke up from the French
political revolution, and the English indus-
trial revolution with the feeling that the
work of the mind had become a produc-
tion all of its own: paradoxical production
certainly as it was immaterial, contrary to
the production of the industry or craftsmen;
but production nonetheless, in as much as
it could now be considered measurable, its
rights could be appropriated and given up,
it could be exploited commercially and
consumed. This evolution which grew
stronger throughout the century gave rise
in the end to the current situation where
“culture” has become an essential need and
functions as an economy while refusing to
bend to the principles of the market.
To realise this an attentive examination of
the context and effects of the great muta-
tions which have occurred in modern
Europe as a whole is necessary: the emer-
gence of the middle classes and the
development of intellectual professions;
the autonomisation of literature and the
arts; the birth of new modes of production,
reproduction and transmission of cultural

Research
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DOCTORATES

This presentation of a number of theses in
economics and management which have
been presented or are in the process of
being finished underlines the existing com-
mitment to fundamental questions such as
the perception and the imagination of pro-
ducts and brands, or conspicuous
consumption, the essential springboard for
figuring out purchasing mechanisms in
luxury products.

Biais d'âge subjectif et utilisation symbolique des
produits (The subjective age and the symbolic use
of products) 
Denis Guiot
Université Paris IX Dauphine (1999)

Connaissances des marques stockées en mémoire
par les consommateurs : modèle théorique et test
empirique (Knowledge of brands stored in the
memories of consumers: theoretical model and
empirical test)
Mickael Korchia 
ESSEC (2001)

Corps du consommateur et design de produit :
recherche d'une similarité ou d'une complémenta-
rité ? (The consumer’s body and product design: the
search for similarity or complementarity?)
Leïla Damak
Université Paris IX Dauphine (1996)

Images corporelles et gestion de l'apparence : une
application au maquillage (Body image and mana-
ging the appearance: applied to make-up)
Sophie Pasini 
Université Pierre Mendès-France (1998)

Le consommateur adolescent : influence de l'impli-
cation sur le comportement de consommation et
sur l'attitude face aux marques - application au
domaine vestimentaire (The adolescent consumer:

goods and their mass production; the cons-
titution of powerful mediation (and
widespread media coverage) systems at the
origin of the symbolic fields of activity. The
contributions to the conference were cent-
red on three main subjects. The first, a
theoretical subject, concerned legal, politi-
cal and economic models which
presupposed the notion of “immaterial pro-
duction”. The second, more historical
subject was the system of production of
immaterial goods examined from the point
of view of socio-economic and cultural rea-
lities. It encompassed the mutations in
publishing, press, technological, industrial
and commercial innovation, and the orga-
nisation of culture – in a word, all that
involves the economy of culture. The third,
specifically aesthetic, subject dealt with the
attitudes that the creators of the immaterial
are obliged to adopt faced with this logic of
production, whether they take it on board
or decide to split, thus manifesting their
will to dematerialise culture through their
own choices.
For further information:
histoire.culturelle@chcec.uvsq.fr

1st day of research in marketing & design
January 29th and 30th 2004 – France/Nantes

A joint initiative of the Audencia
Management School in Nantes, the Ecole
de design de Nantes, the Association fran-
çaise de marketing and the Collège
d’études et de recherches en design et
conception de produits, this day was given
over to presenting research done in the
area of marketing-design, favouring a
multi-disciplinary approach to marketing
through the use of psychology, sociology
or semiology and all other sciences which
can contribute and enrich research into
marketing-design. 
For further information:
www.audencia.com



the influence of involvement on consumer beha-
viour and on attitudes to brand names – applied to
the clothing market).
Thierry Poiron 
IAE de Paris (1997)

Les attitudes et connaissances vis-à-vis du luxe des
personnes nouvellement enrichies en Pologne
(Attitudes and knowledge in relation to luxury pro-
ducts among the newly affluent in Poland)
Tomascz Sikora 
HEC (2000)

Valeurs des consommateurs et consommation
ostentatoire (Consumer values and conspicuous
consumption)
Marie-Hélène Moawad
Paris XII Créteil (2003) 

RESEARCH AT THE IFM

The work undertaken can be categorised
into two sections. One deals with luxury,
the major theme of the research centre for
the year 2004, on  which there will be a
conference next June which will be follo-
wed by the publication of a collective work
mixing contributions from European
researchers and favouring a conjointly
sociological and historical approach. The
other section highlights university research
carried out by IFM staff and contributors
which is presented below.

Integration or internal fragmentation of the
Chinese economy

Sandra Poncet, an economist, wrote her
thesis on the economic  integration of the
Chinese provinces at the University of
Auvergne – Clemont-Ferrand I. She wished
to determine whether in the course of the
past decade China has developed into a
unified, equitable and competitive national

market or on the contrary it has transfor-
med itself into a juxtaposition of
fragmented local markets sheltered from
high protection. The study of the level and
evolution of internal protectionism in the
provinces was carried out with the aid of
three complementary methods which not
only enabled her to ensure the reliability of
the results but above all to acquire an ove-
rall vision by taking the different aspects of
local protectionism into account. The inte-
gration of the internal Chinese market can
be grasped from commercial border effects,
deviations from the one-price law and obs-
tacles to the mobility of workers in China.
Beyond the study of the degree of integra-
tion and its evolution during the nineties
this thesis provides an analysis of the
mechanisms and the issues at stake in local
protectionism in China. The study most
notably verifies the pertinence of the theo-
ry of endogenous protection in order to
study interior exchange within China. It
goes on to explore three aspects of the
implications of local protectionism in terms
of economic performance. One of the
chapters deals with the influence of local
protectionism on the formation of the sec-
torial production structure of the provinces.
Another studies the impact of protectio-
nism on the process of economic growth.
And another deals with the influence of
protectionism in the dynamic of inter-pro-
vincial migration of rural workers towards
the cities and towns.

Creation and innovation in the textile and fashion
industries

David Zajtmann, pedagogical co-ordinator,
in his “ Industrial Economy” DEA at the
Université Paris IX Dauphine proposes to
outline the notion of “creation” in the texti-
le and clothing industries within the
framework of the industrial economy and
to study to what extent the existing theories
of innovation deal with this phenomenon.
It would appear in fact that the terms “crea-
tion” and “innovation” are of employed



created between the client and the product,
between the salesperson and the point of
sale. The value of the goods bought is thus
the result of a purchasing and consuming
experience felt by the buyer. The customer
develops a holistic relationship with the
products on offer meaning that the rela-
tionship goes beyond the product itself and
its setting and touches on the immaterial
aspects of the offer. The experiential
approach recognises the importance of the
following variables: the role of emotions
and feelings in behaviour, the meaning of
symbolism in consumption, the consumer’s
need for pleasure and fun, the role played
by consumers – their share of subjectivity –
in and beyond the act of purchase.
The consumption of luxury products and
more generally all of the elements which
contribute to creating a universe around
this consumption such as the retail outlet
for example, constitute a veritable expe-
rience which leads to strong subjective and
emotional reactions in the client. The expe-
rience proposed to visitors by the brand –
whether they be clients or not – through
retail outlets now occupies an essential
place which contributes enormously to the
growth in the immaterial value of the pro-
duct. 
Mastering distribution now offers luxury
brands the possibility to increase their
control on an extra, and essential level on
the chain of worth.  Indeed, this vertical
integration of their activities from start to
finish enables luxury brands to have total
control over their image in the retail outlet
right up to the relationship they develop
directly with their clientele.
Thus the development of distribution net-
works for these brands but also the
attention given to the conception, building
and running of these retail outlets truly
contributes to the creation of interaction
between the visitor and the outlet.
The objective of this piece of research will
be to highlight and analyse the “surplus” of
experience – beyond the product – that
luxury brands propose to those who visit
their retail outlets. 

indistinctly in order to define what consti-
tutes the “competitive advantage” of
fashion industries.
This work will use Schumpeter’s classifica-
tion of different types of innovation
(product, process, new organisation, new
outlet and new source of raw materials) as
its basis. The “traditional” aspects of inno-
vation will be dealt with through the case
study of textile companies (thread manu-
facturers and cloth makers).
The integration of notions from the social
sciences such as “combinatory”  and “signi-
fication” seem necessary to take stock of
the specific nature of these industries
which develop a process of collection
which is closer to the consumer in particu-
lar the clothing industries. This means
comparing companies in their competitive
environment with their behaviour in terms
of innovation and creation.

The experiential model applied to the distribution of
luxury products

Françoise Sackrider’s thesis for her DEA at
the Université de Paris XII, will deal with
the type of experiences that luxury brand
retail outlets for offer to their customers.
The development at the beginning of the
eighties of the experiential model of
consumption by Hirshman and Holbrook
greatly enriched consumer behavioural
theories. The experiential approach reinfor-
ces the theory that the better-off members
of society give greater importance to the
immaterial aspects of consumption to the
detriment of the traditional material ingre-
dients, founded on the possession and
pure added value of the physical attributes
of the products. Given its strong immaterial
content, the consumption of luxury pro-
ducts – and by the same token the
consumption of art and culture – were used
as a reference for the development of the
experiential approach.
For theoreticians of the experiential, the
value of the acts of purchasing and consu-
ming results from the interaction which is



The reciprocal constitution of taste and the circu-
lation systems for products

Olivier Assouly, Professor and author is
currently working on a doctoral thesis at
the EHESS on the formation of taste.  His
work aims to highlight the interaction bet-
ween the circulation systems of products
and individual taste. Circulation procedu-
res, most notably distribution,
communication and advertising depend not
only on production types, but on the anti-
cipation of the types of reception for the
goods, in other words predicting the tastes
of the consumer. In order to do so, we
must examine all of the techniques which
can influence perception and judgement:
systems for reproducing works, different
forms of communication, marketing adver-
tising campaigns, the influence of the
media, administrative procedures, expert
opinion, consumer associations. For exam-
ple, recognising so called traditional
products through the constitution of heri-
tage and granting labels transforms the way
in which the consumer evaluates the same
products up until then judged in terms of
quality, just like fashion products judged in
terms of brands.
This thesis will highlight the effects of mass
consumption and the growing influence of
marketing in forming taste. If capitalism is
looked at in terms of the production of
merchandise or services, it also transforms
the place and representation of everyday
objects, whether they be useful or super-
fluous, and the subjectivity of the
individual. Faced with the plethora of
goods available on the market, companies
have only one solution - to concentrate on
the “aesthetic” shape of the object in order
to motivate taste and generate consump-
tion. This has led to a breakout of “taste
capitalism” which has major consequences:
transformation of the traditional relations-
hip to objects, nature, rarity, the sacred,
quality, the work of art; access to aesthetic
categories common to a number of diffe-
rent sectors such as fashion, design,
advertising; the extension of the bounda-

ries of culture the loss of major symbolic
symbols; the increasing banality of percep-
tion, the nostalgia for pure tastes linked to
traditional production methods and limited
distribution. 
The two sectors studied will be foodstuffs,
the industrialisation of which has led to a
taste for regional traditional products and
gastronomy, and the clothing industry
whose manufacturing and ready-to-wear
show the touch of haute couture and a
taste for the exceptional, even a compensa-
tory luxury market. In this way the taste for
traditional regional foodstuffs (labels,
authenticity, origins, creativity) could not
exist without the prism of industrialisation
which retroactively defines the conditions
and a fortiori the demand for quality. In
addition, the food and clothing industries
are all the more interesting in that they’ve
existed since before industrialisation and as
such have a history with strong links to
French culture.
The question is less that of the essence of
taste than the way it is used. What does the
verb “to judge” mean today without taking
into account the way it is created? The
constitution of taste brings up the possibili-
ty of a primitive and intimate taste. Indeed,
we can not maintain that the instruments
for spreading taste modify perception
without supposing, correctly or not, a form
of original perception which preceded all
of this technical interference.


