Interrogating Fashion: Practice, Process and Presentation. New Paradigms for Fashion in the 21st Century.

The Fashion Paradox: transience and sustainability

Report of the third workshop of the Interrogating Fashion research cluster on 

7th and 27th July 2005 at London College of Fashion. 

Despite being severely disrupted by the central London bombings on 7th July, the workshop was particularly successful in raising fundamental issues which must be addressed by the fashion industry with respect to ecological, ethical and sustainable considerations within its practices.  The original dates were 7th and 8th July, but after the bombings the rest of the session was cancelled and speakers rescheduled where possible for the 27th July. Thanks are due to all those who continued with the workshop for a time under those extraordinary circumstances. As a result of the interruption, different cluster members were able to attend the second session and contribute to discussions. Katharine Hamnett was unable to attend on 27th but was re-scheduled to speak to a wider audience on 14th October. 

Principal Investigator Sandy Black introduced the broad context, scope and concepts behind the workshop: the paradox of fashion consumption and evolution sustaining a major economic infrastructures and employment worldwide; fashion cycles and the desire for fashion engendering change, obsolescence and consumption; the mechanics of the design and manufacturing processes within the fashion industry’s supply chain; ethical considerations and environmental impact of textile and fashion design and production; consumer behaviour and humanitarian and social issues influencing emerging trends.  The remit of this particular cluster however, in the face of these enormous issues, was to focus on the role of design in fashion product development, and evolve new solutions and methodologies which would, through intelligent and considerate design be more sustainable. The sustainability agenda must underpin design thinking and impact production processes at all levels of the industry As such, there were close links to the other two themes of the cluster. The context for The Fashion Paradox Interrogating Fashion theme is particularly timely as government, Design Council, Royal Society OF the Arts, Royal Academy of Engineering and other important organisations aid initiatives draw attention to the global sustainability agenda. (eg Forum for the Future, Make Poverty History campaign, Ethical Fashion Forum, Labour behind the Label) At the same time, a growing number of small ethical and ecologically inspired fashion companies are beginning to have impact, influence larger companies and gain celebrity endorsement. 

 The first speaker of the workshop was Lucy Orta, artist and Rootstein Hopkins Chair of Fashion at London College of Fashion, who gave an impressive overview of her artworks, performances and interventions over the last 15 years. Having trained and practised as a fashion designer, Lucy has developed an art practice which combines aspects of clothing, sculpture, architecture and industrial design to stage events which engage participation, increase social interaction, and raise awareness of social and humanitarian issues in contemporary society, frequently in collaboration with disadvantaged or ‘invisible’ social groups. These often modular artworks, (many known under the generic titles of Body Architecture, including Refuge Wear, Nexus Architecture and Connector), are at once representational and operational, aesthetic and functional. Much of the work uses waste or recycled materials and objects, especially military paraphernalia and vehicles, which are transformed in co-creation workshops and interventions, which have taken place around the world.  Lucy’s work, through the metaphor of connectedness, represents the position of art as a catalyst for change and to move society’s thinking forward. (www.studio-orta.com )

The next speaker was Dr Kate Fletcher, lecturer, researcher and writer on sustainability issues in textiles and fashion. Kate presented a theoreticians overview of the fashion paradox and asked how can we reconcile fast-moving fashion with eco-philosphy, permanence and connectedness.  She connected sustainability to the three pillars of environment, society and economy and warned against a focus on just the production issues of textiles and fashion, advocating the emotional, scientific and philosophical aspects in addition to design, and their interconnectedness. She discussed some current thinking on replacing the Gross National Productivity measure with a ‘gross national happiness’ index, and the important concept of the ‘ecological footprint’ as a means of communication. This is a visualisation of the environmental impact of a product’s usage, personal energy consumption through lifestyle or company’s production cycle in terms of the amount of land needed to resource it and compensate for the resulting CO2 emissions. She reminded us that according to accepted wisdom ‘80% of a product’s environmental impact is in its design’, but her own research indicates that the greatest environmental impact of clothing is not from its production but from its entire life cycle through laundry and care to disposal. As two representatives from Unilever laundry research were at the workshop, a lively debate ensued, although the 7th July events meant that the presentation from Unilever scientist Dr Philip McKeown scheduled for the afternoon did not take place.  Kate presented her research project Fast and Slow Clothes, highlighting the different speeds of consumption of different types of clothing and change in sectors of the fashion industry, compared with aspects of slower change in wider culture. Kate advocated the need for durable design – which some members felt could be interpreted through the luxury sector. The concept of slow fashion was one which many participants felt to be important, drawing parallels with the recent ‘slow food’ phenomenon. (www.katefletcher.com)

Rebecca Earley, fashion and textiles designer and a senior research fellow at Chelsea College of Art and Design gave a comprehensive presentation entitled ‘Eco-fashion: reduce, rethink, recycle’ of her own previous projects in this area which have endeavoured to find new solutions to the paradoxes and obsolescence of fashion. She outlined her earlier work using transfer printing from real objects, utilising recycled PET fabrics in new ways, and exhaust printing which removed the need to use water at all in the process, generating an evolving individual aesthetic to the finished products. In recent years, Rebecca has collaborated successfully with Kate Fletcher to tackle in practical and experimental ways the issues raised throughout the workshop, and has developed many projects with textile students. Concepts have included Nine Lives – where garments are designed to have different functionalities throughout their lifecycle; Updateable Fashion where creativity is partly in the hands of the consumer who can update clothes; No Wash Clothes with designed-in features that minimise soiling; and Means of Production where designs are created to minimise and re-use waste. Rebecca also outlined the textiles information resource situated at Chelsea arising from the longstanding Textiles, Environment, Design project (TED) 
(www.tedresearch.net  and http// www.5ways.info/)

The reconvened second session began with a presentation from Susannah Dowse, designer for the ‘TRAID Remade’ label sold through the shops of the charity Textiles Recycling for Aid and International Development. Susannah highlighted the 900,000 tons of textile waste produced annually in the UK to which TRAID has taken a positive and creative approach, enhancing the image of charity shops, and appealing to a more fashion-conscious customer. In tandem with the trend for vintage and customised fashion, a pioneering joint venture with Top Shop and Top Man ran for two years from 2002.  A cottage industry of small designers transformed donated clothes for sale in the high street outlets, and the concept continued similarly with   Urban Outfitters. However, the values and obligations of a charity were hard to reconcile with the retailers’ objectives, and TRAID were soon treated like any other supplier, with pressures on price and for uniformity of product. The ethical production values were also difficult to successfully communicate to the customer, who did not necessarily ‘buy in’ to the concept.   Some companies, like Oasis (who pulled the plug on the TRAID project in the last stage of development fearing their customer would not buy recycled) feel their success is built on certain brand values and are not prepared to move away from those values.  Although TRAID has abandoned these initiatives for the present, its brand profile and income were enhanced through this engagement.  Susannah hoped that their vision of an alternative fashion department store to rival the major shops would materialise one day. (www.traid.org.uk)

The final presentation was from fashion designer Sarah Ratty, who has been designing and producing eco-philosophy clothing for the past 15 years, firstly under the label Conscious Earthwear and now with a new label Ciel. Sarah gave a visual overview of her ‘eco clothes’ philosophy and her journey, charting the uptake of her clothes by the more alternative and youthful style-conscious market. As an ‘eco-clothing’ pioneer of recycled and remade clothing (materials included organic cotton, recycled aran sweaters, denim and sleeping bags) Sarah was featured extensively in press such as i-D and the Face and national newspapers and, unusually for an ‘eco’ label, Sarah crossed over to high fashion, exhibiting at London Fashion Trade fairs, selling in both her own alternative shop and to stores such as Browns in London and to outlets in Tokyo. She continues with her campaigning philosophy. 

The speakers stimulated a great deal of discussion which also indicated the need for a two-pronged attack on the status quo of fashion:

Persuade both the retailers and the manufacturers of the importance of the sustainability agenda, and the necessity of a contribution to society beyond the profit margin – to consider the triple bottom line of economy, equity and ecology

Key issues and questions raised in the workshop for the cluster:

· What difference could the fashion industry make if it changed to ethical and environmentally sustainable practices?

· How can art contribute to human and ecological developments and nurture constructive dialogue? 

· How can we meet both our symbolic and fashion needs and transform our relationship with clothes?

· The ‘fast fashion’ ethos of cheaper and faster clothes is inherently unsustainable and cannot continue indefinitely 


· How can slow fashion become a new paradigm?  Does this only equate with luxury goods?

· Why is ecological or ethical clothing usually outside mainstream fashion? Can a new eco-philosophy fashion paradigm be created through design ?

· Is it feasible to reduce consumption by re-introducing the concept of repair into western consumer society?

· The fashion paradox can also be expressed as an ideological opposition: 

Environmentalists ignore fashion and treat it as an irrelevance, but they neglect to acknowledge the power and influence of fashion; Fashion does not address ecological issues – its focus is on the market and production. 

How can we resolve this deadlock? New thinking to reframe problems in new ways can be a starting point.

· The sustainability agenda must now be completely integrated into both industry and education in fashion and textile – perhaps we need a concept of ‘sustainability literacy’ 

