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OPINION

01 - Why fashion isn’t always as silly as it seems

By Jo Ellison

Is fashion relevant? It’s a discussion that has taken on new urgency in recent months. As
consumers have moved online to shop on virtual boutiques, the need for fashion publications
to offer an edit of the seasons’s trends, or suggestions of which shoes to wear, is
diminishing. How do big brands engage with their consumers? Is fashion inclusive? Do
fashion magazines speak to real people with real lives? And isn’t all fashion writing just a
load of advertorial paid for by some billionaire fashion benefactor in the sky?

Each week, a number of readers feel compelled to write and tell me how daft it all is —
and how silly I am. Even the industry’s innermost circles are charged with the debate. In a
scandalously thrilling interview in Vestoj earlier this month, the former Vogue fashion editor
Lucinda Chambers denounced the value of the industry in which she has worked for 36

y

years. “ The clothes are just irrelevant for most people,” she said. “ So ridiculously
expensive. ”

On the flip side, when fashion tries to engage in the issues of the day, things can
quickly backfire. In this month’s US Vogue, the magazine suggested that its real-life couple
cover stars Gigi Hadid and Zayn Malik are “embracing gender fluidity” because they borrow
each other’s clothes. The article has so inflamed the ire of the transgender and non-binary
community for trivialising the subject of gender identity that the magazine has since issued an
apology for “missing the mark”. Not a good look.

It is true that when looked at from a certain point of view fashion may not be relevant.
I’m certainly not going to argue with you that the new-season corduroy blazer from Prada —
the one worn by Hadid and Malik, as it happens — is necessarily going to serve any bigger
purpose or facilitate our greater good. Although I will say it would please me very greatly to
wear it.

I would argue, however, that fashion is extremely relevant for the 23. 6m people
worldwide who work in the garment industry. And that the industry is worth an extremely
relevant $2.4tn a year. But you’ll no doubt counter that it matters not at all what we wear
just so long as we are dressed. And then go on to tell me that you have been shuffling around

in the same shoes since 1983, and are delightfully content to wear the slightly-too-small



sweaters your wife picks up for you at Christmas.

The point is that clothes probably don’t matter to those who find fashion irrelevant. But
not everyone can afford to be so insouciant about the way they look. Some people have to
consider far more carefully the way they negotiate the dress codes of the world in which they
live, especially those who have found their social traction tied to their appearance, and when
that advancement is tied to the decisions of people whose features do not mirror their own. In
those situations, what we wear, and the fashions we adopt, become far more complicated.

Certainly, when I'm in a room full of senior male peers, I consider my clothes very
carefully. Will a stiletto heel denote subservience? Or sauciness? Will the power-suit seem
too aggressive? Should I dress as demure or demanding? You might argue that you never
notice what people wear, but I don’t believe you.

I'm assuming you are a man. I may be wrong. Many of fashion’s harshest critics are
women , sickened by the persistent objectification of their gender. Or livid about a sizeist
fashion culture that forces women to aspire to unhealthy body shapes. Women often find
fashion “very silly”.

And yes, fashion should be more diverse and representative in general. And some things
do look a bit preposterous. But I still wager that everyone feels a warm fuzzy glow when a
stylish stranger notices your new shoes. Or stops to ask you where you got that bag from. I
can’t tell you how many discussions I've had with a “fiercely intellectual” feminist insistent
on her lack of interest in shopping, only to see them turn into a gushing fashionista at the
first compliment you throw them. ( Same for men, incidentally: the more pompously self-
aggrandising they are, the more susceptible to sartorial flattery. Or, tell a fashion-phobic
man that you like his tie and he’ll soon be blathering away about his son’s nascent career in
online streetwear sales, or how his daughter wants to be a model. )

Fashion may not be relevant, but it’s a bloody good opener to a normal conversation; a
way to winkle out the human under the hair shirt. And, frankly, who doesn’t love a bit of
chat about a bad frock, or a footballer’s silly Saturday get-up, or a fabulous bit of tailoring.
I do.

Fashion is a business, a social barometer and a key to our identity. Like Sherlock
Holmes , you can often glean more about a person from a five-second study of their ensemble
than you’ll learn over an hour-long chat. And that’s why it’s worth paying attention.

You probably disagree. You probably think it’s still irrelevant. But no one’s forcing you
to read about or look at fashion. There are all sorts of other more important,
groundbreaking , newsworthy subjects out there to occupy you. And yet you’re still here.

Nice shoes, by the way.

(877 words)
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S OPINION
02 How to dress like a Supreme Leader

By David Tang

In a recent column you mentioned you briefly met Kim Jong Un. I have just returned
from North Korea and would be fascinated to hear about your encounter with the Supreme
Leader.

I was introduced to him in Beijing by a close friend of mine who buys a lot of
vegetables from North Korea because he thinks they are the most uncontaminated vegetables
in the world. Although the meeting was brief, I asked if the Supreme Leader could introduce
me to his tailor. He did. When I subsequently went to Pyongyang, his tailor cut me a
“Kim” suit: medium brown, with shirt sleeves and a centre zip, together with slightly flared
trousers. The ensemble fitted quite well, and if I put a small pillow inside the jacket to create
a prominent corpulence, I could look a bit like the man himself, with the help of a wig.

Timing and schedules are essential to any social occasion — * fashionably late” has
always struck me as oxymoronic — but surely not sufficient to success? What are your
essentials for hosting a successful dinner party?

It’s inconsiderate of guests to arrive late especially for sit-down dinners, which really
require being served together ab initio without any empty chairs. But we also know that on
arrival there is always a lot of chit-chat and milling around. So if asked for 8pm, it is not too
bad to arrive at 8. 10pm or 8. 15pm. 1 would often do that, not to be fashionable but
sensible, because I find chit-chat tiresome before sitting down. Sometimes [ know hosts who
don’t sit down until as late as 9pm and [ tend to say no to those invitations.

In India, the Middle East or Spain, sit-down dinners don’t really occur until 10. 30pm
or 11pm and I never formally accept them or I ask if I could attend in my pyjamas. I would
certainly have some cup noodles before going because I find having to digest a large dinner
late very uncomfortable.

The secret of a successful dinner is not to let it drag on. And make sure you always
have one surprising guest: someone amusing such as Nigel Farage, Monica Lewinsky or
Diane Abbott.

At a pub supper of some 20 people in a busy bar in Cornwall I was rebuked by a fellow
lady diner for placing an empty wine bottle upside down in a wine cooler, this being deemed

bad manners. She was adamant that I take it out, which I declined to do. This was a pub
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not Claridge’s; is she justified in her behaviour?

Bad manners involve being inconsiderate to others. I don’t see how an upturned bottle
could offend anyone. And why should there be a difference in behaviour between a pub and
Claridge’s? One could argue that the etiquette at Claridge’s is unnecessarily bourgeois.
Indeed, when the waiters there lay napkins over customers’ thighs, they are doing something
that is offensive to me. Or when they interrupt my conversation to ask if I want “still or
sparkling” water, which is the most annoying question one could be asked. So tell your lady
friend to grow up and stop pretending to be classy. And tell her, turning the bottle upside
down sends a clear signal that the bottle is empty and saves the face of the host for not having
ordered another bottle straightaway.

My half-century birthday is coming soon. What suggestions, on a more limited budget
do you have to bring fun and elegance to the day? Are there special pieces of music? What
other ideas might you have?

On a budget, always go for “bring a bottle”. That’s fair for everyone and you can top
it up with whatever extra bottles you can buy. The main attention should be on providing a
space with tables and chairs and not an empty space just for dancing. Seating on small round
tables creates a cabaret atmosphere. Get some loud and familiar music going. I like DJs who
are not too clever: the standard Beatles and even the Carpenters or Abba are always good.
All the old hot tracks like “I Will Survive” or “YMCA” guarantee a flowing group of
dancers, of all ages. And NO overhead lighting. All lights must come from sconces, up-
lights or table lamps. Don’t forget to bring in sausage rolls at about 10pm. That’s when

people begin to feel famished.

(730 words)
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§ OPINION

Emmanuel Macron demonstrates fine art of

handling Donald Trump

By Gideon Rachman

Why is it OK for Donald Trump to visit Paris, but not OK for him to visit London?
Despite the famed *“ special relationship” between Britain and the US, the American
president’s long-planned trip to the UK has been indefinitely postponed — largely because of
the unstated fear that Mr Trump would be greeted by mass protests.

Instead, he has accepted an invitation to France — and could be seen happily reviewing
the troops, alongside Emmanuel Macron, at the annual July 14 parade. The fact that the
French president felt able to take a domestic political risk by inviting Mr Trump to Paris —
despite the US president’s 14 per cent approval rating in France — offers some insights into
the fine art of handing Mr Trump.

Mr Macron issued his invitation to the US president from a position of strength. His first
encounter with Mr Trump featured a theatrical bone-crushing handshake. To some this might
have seemed like the diplomacy of the playground. But it sent a clear message. France was
not going to be pushed around. By contrast, Theresa May’s first visit to Washington featured
the UK prime minister briefly holding hands with Mr Trump at the White House. To many in
Britain, this looked like a cloying closeness with an unpopular US president.

The lesson seems to be that European leaders who first make it clear that they are willing
to stand up to Mr Trump, then have more latitude to extend the hand of friendship. By
contrast, leaders who seem to approach the Trump White House as supplicants are vulnerable
to a domestic backlash.

This contrast is about much more than theatrical handshakes. It extends to policy and
ideology. Mr Trump is a champion of nationalism and a scourge of globalism. Mr Macron,
fresh from beating the nationalist Marine Le Pen in the French presidential election, is
carrying the standard for internationalism in Europe — alongside Angela Merkel, the German
chancellor.

But the position of Mrs May is much more ambiguous. Her government insists that
Britain continues to champion globalisation. But the Brexit vote has been widely interpreted

across the world — including by Mr Trump and Mr Macron — as part of the backlash against
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