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Praise for Foot Work

‘Fascinating and eye-opening, Foot Work shows brilliantly how a simple everyday object can shed light on the hidden costs of globalisation and environmental degradation’

Owen Jones

‘Tansy is one of the sharpest and most committed analysts of the true cost of the stuff we own. Foot Work is an absorbing, meticulous and at times completely horrifying account of the shoes on our feet and how that supply chain is marching us towards an even more dystopian future, especially for the workers in the system. Read this and you will make better decisions about all fashion, and all consumer goods in the future’

Lucy Siegle

‘From the first cottage industries to the use of robots, from sneakerheads to Syrian refugees, and from the abattoir to homeworkers in Asia, Foot Work tackles all aspects of the shoe industry. But it does much more, too, by placing footwear manufacture in the wider context of globalisation, capitalism and consumerism. A superb primer on everything that is wrong with our world – and how we can start to change it’

New Internationalist

‘A pioneering and pugnacious study’

Nature

‘Hoskins is a remarkable storyteller … She has captured the human side of the shoe industry in such a vivid way … it reminded me some of the best investigative journalism I’ve seen on TV’

Better Shoes Foundation

‘Makes a strong case for nothing less than a revolution’

Emma Watson on Stitched Up

‘A book that hangs like a garment on a coat-hanger. A garment with many pockets. In the pockets numberless notes and remarks about clothes and history. Take it off the hanger and put it on. By which I mean – read it and walk through history’

John Berger on Stitched Up
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Every morning I forget how it is.
I watch the smoke mount
In great strides above the city.
I belong to no one.


Then I remember my shoes,
How I have to put them on,
How bending over to tie them up
I will look into the earth.

Charles Simic, born 1938


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The names of the children and young people at Sneaker Con have been changed for privacy protection.

For safety reasons, ‘Şebnem’ in Chapter Two is a fake name and this person’s identity has been obscured.

The names of refugees interviewed for Chapter Five have also been changed.

I did not visit every country I have written about in this book. In particular, interviews with homeworkers in Chapter Three were obtained via a series of Skype calls arranged with the help of Khalid Mahmood and Jalvat Ali at the Labour Education Foundation in Lahore, and Om Thapaliya from HomeNet Nepal, to whom I am very grateful.


PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

The fashion industry – which includes both the apparel and footwear sectors – generated $2.5 trillion in global revenues in 2019, making it one of the largest industries in the world.1 But when the Covid-19 pandemic struck in 2020, it virtually collapsed. Lockdowns around the globe meant shoppers stayed at home, retailers shuttered stores and cancelled billions of dollars worth of orders, factories received official government decrees to shut down, closing either temporarily or permanently. Over the course of 2020 shoe production fell by almost 4 billion pairs.2

In the first spring lockdown, there were only a few reasons people in the UK were permitted to leave their home, one of which was for ‘one form of exercise a day’. I took to walking in a neighbourhood loop, trying to find peace amid the nervous tension. Making these daily walks possible were a pair of navy and orange trainers which, when I looked, held a Made in Indonesia label.

As our global community grappled with Covid-19, these shoes became the opposite of disposable. They kept me moving even in a dramatically reduced physical orbit. In return I scraped off mud and replaced frayed laces, connecting with the shape of their soles and their stitches, each one sewn by another human – someone in Indonesia who I hoped hadn’t just lost their job, or fallen sick in a crowded factory.

For workers who subsist on poverty wages at the best of times, the Covid-19 pandemic has spelt disaster. An in-depth study by the Asia Floor Wage Alliance into Covid conditions concluded that during the pandemic ‘workers coped by engaging in their own mental and physical degradation’ and that the pandemic saw the ‘mining of workers’ bodies’ – descriptions I can’t get out of my head.3

In my own reporting of pandemic conditions, I heard from one woman in Sri Lanka who lived on ‘rice sprinkled with salt’ for six weeks. Other families reported becoming so desperate that they considered killing their children.4 Covid-19 quickly became a crisis borne by the people already exploited by the fashion industry – most of them women, many of them migrants, and the majority in the Global South.

Across production lines, tens of thousands of workers lost their jobs and thousands more were taken seriously ill as Covid-19 spread through cramped factories. Lockdowns and increasing authoritarianism also meant trade unions and activists in the Global South often could not travel, even locally, to advocate on behalf of workers. Where people dared to speak up about unsafe or unfair conditions, they were often met with redundancy or brutality – with labour violations reaching a seven-year high.5 One of the most difficult stories I reported on during the pandemic was about soldiers shooting dead three people at a protest over unpaid wages outside a cowboy-boot factory in Myanmar. Six more people were sentenced to three years in prison by a military court.6

Super Winners

As the pandemic progressed, some fashion brands fell into bankruptcy and shut down. But others thrived as it became obvious that people had not stopped non-essential shopping, particularly online. The McKinsey consultancy firm has a list of fashion industry ‘Super Winners’ – the top twenty fashion corporations based on total annual profits. These include shoe brands Nike and adidas as well as H&M, Zara parent company Inditex, Burberry and Gucci parent company Kering.7

When the stock market plunged in March 2020, these brands weathered the storm. By October 2020, their share price was 11 per cent higher than pre-crisis levels. The world’s billionaires also did extremely well, with their collective wealth rising to $10.2 trillion. Online shopping magnate, Jeff Bezos, was the richest person on the planet with a fortune of $189 billion.8

This accumulated wealth at the top of the fashion system is inseparable from the hardship at the bottom of the chain. Capitalism is not built for equality, it creates intergalactic wealth for a tiny percentage of people, while billions of others are left in poverty. It is a system created so that when crisis strikes, those at the top are protected while workers take the biggest hit.

Built To Lose

The pandemic only intensified the crises set out in this book, further revealing the lie behind the promise that globalisation would make life better for all. When 50–80 per cent of everything a country exports is apparel, and suddenly people are buying fewer clothes and shoes, then the crisis is not just in one industry but becomes a national crisis. The Global South was encouraged by financial institutions to grow its garment and footwear sectors, on the basis that it remain a low-cost site of production, with low wages and suppressed trade unions. This is compounded by decades of brands minimising their tax contributions – reducing the ability of states in the Global South to spend on vital pandemic management like healthcare and unemployment benefits.

In an equitable system, a pandemic would not have caused this scale of death and chaos. The problem, however, is that we live under the dysfunctional system of capitalism with harm built into the system. None of this is a coincidence, rather what we are seeing with Covid-19 is the reality of millions of people being so badly exploited that they have no margin for error and no ability to save for emergencies.

In early 2021 I spoke with Khalid Mahmood at the Labour Education Foundation (who you’ll meet in this book). He talked about the exacerbation of financial difficulties faced by garment and footwear workers in the industrial districts of Lahore, Pakistan. Lost wages meant that to try and make ends meet, workers took their children out of school, sold household items like mobile phones or washing machines and moved to smaller homes – while often forced to leave all their possessions behind to cover rent arrears. This crisis is replicated across the fashion industry, with 75 per cent of garment workers taking out loans during the pandemic.9

As with the 2008 financial crash, the informal sector was also hit extremely hard by the pandemic. In the informal sector, the signs that something was not right appeared as early as January 2020. Homeworkers in the Indian city of Tirupur – always sensitive to the slightest shift in domestic and global markets – found that both contracts and access to raw materials from China had begun to reduce. By March 2020, there was no work whatsoever. Once bustling streets fell silent.

At the same time, many of these informal workers became critical to mutual aid relief efforts. In Dharavi – a sprawling township embedded within the Indian city of Mumbai – it was the women of informal worker communities who distributed food rations, organised social distancing in queues, fed migrant workers who did not qualify for rations, and found and nursed families in crisis. Other homeworker networks grouped together to form producer companies and cooperatives who won contracts to make PPE such as masks and scrub caps.

When the weather turned cold, I switched to wearing my favourite black boots, boots that were Made in China before being shipped to a shop in North London. China made 2 billion fewer pairs of shoes during 2020, but is still the world’s largest footwear producer.10 These boots now carry me around my neighbourhood, emblems of footwear supply chains that are as global as the Covid-19 crisis. Reminders that this system needs to be rebuilt on a new set of foundations including workers’ rights, equal access to free healthcare and environmental justice. Only then will we end the practice of brands pushing not only the economic pain but the social and personal cost of crises down to the hidden sections of their supply chains

November, 2021


INTRODUCTION

What’s Shoes Got to Do with It?

The ancient Greek philosopher and historian, Strabo, told the story of a beautiful courtesan named Rhodopis whose sandal was stolen by an eagle while she was bathing. The eagle dropped the sandal into the lap of the King of Egypt, who felt such admiration for its shape that he at once sent out emissaries to find its owner so that he could marry her.1

Storytellers in ancient China also told a tale of a beautiful young woman whose fortunes were transformed by a shoe. Recorded in the ninth century, the story of Ye Xian is said to have been old even then. Unlike Strabo’s tale, it included a wicked stepmother and stepsister. Ye Xian had a magical benefactor in the form of a fish, and the slipper she lost was made of golden threads woven in a fish-scale pattern. At the end of the tale, Ye Xian marries a king, while her stepmother and stepsister are crushed to death by flying stones.

Folklorists from around the world – Native American, Javanese, Russian, Zulu and Persian to name but a few – have all told a tale of a lowly, but feisty, woman full of agency who was eventually helped by her shoes to marry high above her social rank.

When Charles Perrault published the story of Cendrillon in Paris in 1697, he sanitised the tale, excluding the bloodied feet, chopped-off toes and ghosts of earlier versions. From there it was a downwards slide towards Disney and the story of a girl who simpers, cowers and waits to be rescued, first by mice and then by a prince. Gone is the traditional folklore ability of the heroine to determine her own fate.2

From Cinderella, to the winged sandals worn by the Greek messenger-god Hermes, to the miraculous boots that took their wearer seven leagues with every step and Dorothy’s ruby slippers in The Wizard of Oz, transformation through footwear is a timeless theme in shared culture. Where you find shoes, you often find magic.

But shoes are not magical. Each one has been made by human beings. No matter the tale, at their heart they are just pieces of leather, wood, metal, rubber, cotton and plastic.

Even the enchantment created by fabled storyteller Hans Christian Andersen, author of The Red Shoes, had at its heart his childhood memories of being a small boy in a one-room home filled almost entirely by a shoemaker’s workbench. Little Hans slept each night beside his father, a man who rarely smiled but stitched and hammered shoes late into the night.3

Origins

Every single day in 2019, 66.6 million pairs of shoes were manufactured across the world. This adds up to a total of 24.3 billion pairs.*

Shoes have never been cheaper to buy, but their cost to the world has never been greater. Over-production, accompanied by over-consumption in rich countries, have collided to create a world that feels disposable, with innovation and progress funnelled into producing merchandise that can be piled high and sold cheap. Meanwhile the world’s leading climate scientists say we have just eleven years to keep global heating beneath 1.5 degrees centigrade and avoid major catastrophe.4

Humans are the only species on the planet to routinely use shoes as protection from the cold and from dangerous ground.5 Their invention has had a profound effect on humanity. Over hundreds of millions of years, the human body evolved from that of our primate forebears. We began to support all our weight on two feet rather than four, and to walk and run in an upright position. Our spine changed shape, our pelvis broadened and our toes lost their ability to grip branches. This move to ‘bipedal locomotion’ is accepted as one of the most significant steps in human evolution. It was a transition that placed a lot of strain on our feet.

One of our long-lost ancestors eventually had the bright idea of wrapping a bit of bark around her feet in order to run faster after prey and away from predators; to avoid poisonous bites and stings; and to more easily cross desert or ice caps to find new hunting grounds.

Paleoanthropologist Erik Trinkaus believes humans started wearing shoes as early as 40,000 years ago. There is very little archaeological evidence from this time – a footprint that implies the use of moccasins, some stitched beading found around the feet of skeletons – so Dr Trinkaus took instead to examining toes. By inspecting the toes of ancient human remains, he found a gradual reduction in their sturdiness, a softening he believes is due to the spread of footwear.6

Made from plant fibres and materials prone to decay, very few prehistoric shoes have survived. The earliest examples include 10,000-year-old sandals woven from sagebrush bark and found in Oregon, and an 8,000-year-old sandal discovered in a cave in central Missouri. The Missouri sandal is made of dried woven leaves, it has a slightly pointed toe and ties on with a braided cord.

There is also a Copper Age moccasin-style shoe found in a preserving layer of sheep dung in an Armenian cave. This shoe was made 5,500 years ago using a single piece of cowhide folded up around the foot and sewn into shape. In today’s terms it would be a size five, which might imply it belonged to a woman, or perhaps a small man or young person. Whomever they were, the people who wore these shoes have vanished, leaving behind an object both spectacularly ancient yet strangely commonplace and recognisable.

Invented at the dawn of human history, for thousands of years shoes remained objects that were crafted by people in small communities. By the time humans lived in the villages and small towns of recent history, shoes were still products of locally made, low-level commerce.

The definition of a shoe is pretty uncomplicated: a covering for a foot that doesn’t reach above the ankle, made of sturdy material. Using a design that still holds true today, a shoemaker would firstly create a ‘last’, the wooden (or plastic) model of a foot around which a shoe is built. Next, a pattern would be traced onto material spread out on a workbench, most likely leather, with the template mapping out each piece needed to make a shoe. A clicking knife would then be used to cut out the material, with the clicker (a shoemaker’s assist­ant hired to do the cutting) trying hard to minimise wastage.

The pieces would then be stitched together in a process called ‘closing’. Traditionally a pointed tool called an awl was used to pierce through leather. Once the shoe had been stitched together, a closer’s hammer was used to flatten seams and smooth out wrinkles. This process would create the top of the shoe, known as the ‘upper’. The upper would then be ready to mould round the last so a sole could be attached. Once the sole had been attached, any rough edges would be shaved off and the finished shoe polished till it gleamed.7

Today the basic design of a shoe has hardly altered, though much of this process is mechanised, atomised and often automated. Clicking knives, for example, have been replaced by machines that use multiple bladed templates. But while the design may be recognisable, the scale of production is not. In fact, it is wildly out of control.

To understand how this has happened, we must ask an everyday object to tell us its stories. We must explore where these billions of shoes come from and what they reveal. In telling this story, the concept of globalisation is opened up to us, with all its complexities and controversies.

A map of the world

Picture a map of the world, rotate the globe and zoom in till you find Europe, zoom in a little further to the continent’s most westerly point. Now you are in Lisbon, the capital city of Portugal. To the south-west is the suburb of Belém, the name taken from the ­Portuguese word for Bethlehem.

Belém is home to the Church of St Maria whose slim white pillars rise like the masts of tall ships. The church is decorated with carvings of coiled rope, sea monsters and elephants. Around doorframes stone faces peer out, chiselled portraits of an imagined Asia and Africa.

At the end of the church is an elaborate tomb, quite possibly empty of its intended occupant, as the man it was carved for died in Cochin, India in 1524. The tomb belongs to Vasco da Gama, a Portuguese navigator and contemporary of Christopher Columbus, who ‘discovered’ the sea road to India, mapping a trade route that brought huge wealth to Portugal for over a century.

This was not the first instance of international trade or travel. The Silk Road, for example, stretched across a continent, allowing trade between Europe and Asia, and bloating Italian city states with silks, spices and precious metals. But what the Portuguese did, with their maritime routes, was to pioneer trade that was truly global.

The shoreline in Belém is a fitting place to start discussing globalisation because Portugal’s ‘Age of Discovery’ and the voyages of Vasco da Gama were undeniably conducted in the pursuit of wealth and conquest. Portuguese cannons and disregard for life account, as much as anything, for the riches that were accumulated.

Between the Church of St Maria and the River Tagus is the site of a former slave market. Though countries like Britain soon rushed to join the barbarism, the Transatlantic Slave Trade found its spark in fifteenth-century Portuguese colonialism. The sweep of European ships along the coasts of Africa began the biggest forced migration in human history, as an estimated 11 million people were taken from their homes and sold as slaves.8 A white-and-red stone map, decor­ated with mermaids, depicts routes the Portuguese caravels took across the oceans. West to Brazil and Canada, south to the Cape of Good Hope and east as far as Japan. Each ship lugging cargoes of gems, spices, frightened animals and captured human beings. ‘Globalisation’ appeared as a buzzword in 1983 to describe one of the most rapid yet precarious social transformations in human history.9 But with Vasco da Gama setting sail after a night of prayer in 1497, is globalisation a new phenomenon or the continuation of long-established processes of trade and travel?

Some theorists see the term ‘globalisation’ as lazy thinking for those who cannot be bothered to pick apart and analyse entirely separate financial and political changes.10 I would argue, on the other hand, that globalisation is an overriding reality of our times.11 In 1983, a new word was needed to describe how technology, from the internet modem to the oil refinery and the jet plane, had transformed the world along economic, political and cultural lines.12 This change has dramatically reshaped production, consumption, the biosphere and even chances of long-term human survival. As a result, this book uses the word ‘globalisation’ as a useful term to signpost a process of rapid industrial conquest.

Gold from a sewer

Globalisation above all has been about supplies of people and raw materials. The industrial revolution moved British manufacturing from scattered rural workshops to concentrated urban areas like London and Manchester. These newly huge cities drew in vast quantities of people to feed privately owned factories. The land was cracked open to harvest coal, copper and iron ore. Foodstuffs to feed hungry urban populations, timber and brick for building materials and metals for machinery were all drawn into the melee.

Alexis de Tocqueville visited Manchester in 1835. He described black smoke covering the city, a dull half-light with no real sun, the ‘thousand noises’ of industry that never ceased and ‘miserable dwellings’ in rows of cellars where twelve to fifteen human beings crowded into ‘damp, repulsive holes’.13 To de Tocqueville, ­Manchester was a ‘foul drain’, but he also recognised that its people were producing great wealth: ‘From this filthy sewer pure gold flows.’

This pattern of voracious factory cities took hold in North ­America, western Europe and Japan. When cities found they could not source what they needed from their immediate surroundings, ships, traders, armies and slavers set out to find more raw materials, more people to capture and kill and more lands to loot of their riches. Colonialism bloated the original factory cities while prescribing the name ‘underdeveloped’ to the rest of the world.

With the twentieth century came revolt. Liberation struggles were fought, Communist flags were raised, as were the flags of God. Bright young colonels and university graduates fought with bullets and books to drag their countries out from under the heel of an iron boot. Nations escaped colonialism but not the system of capitalism. Newly liberated countries in Asia, Latin America, eastern Europe and Africa saw migration to urban areas and piecemeal rises in education and skillsets. Blocs of people emerged: disciplined, hungry for work and used to low wages.

As the Cold War diminished and countries opened up, an intense new phase of accelerated integration began. Technology in the form of high-speed travel and telecommunications meant these blocs of people became obtainable resources for corporations nurtured in the original factory cities, but now looking to escape the taxes, wages and regulations of Europe and North America. Company executives flew to capital cities across Asia, Africa and Latin America to meet with politicians and business leaders who wanted to get rich quick.

Hundreds of millions of workers not only became available for hire but had to compete for the attention of corporations. Also available were rich new sources of rubber, oil, water, cattle and fresh air. More land to be cracked open in places that did not have stringent guards against exploitation.14

Like a hurricane?

The next question is whether this process was inevitable or political. Was the hunt for low-cost labour and resources out of control or a deliberate process? There are many economists who argue globalisation is inevitable, that it is a natural progression from local economies to national economies, followed by a global economy. This argument appears on both sides of the political spectrum, from Thatcherites stating ‘There Is No Alternative’, to Marxists drawing on the inevitable contradictions of capitalism.15

The inevitability argument was pushed hard in the 1990s by Tony Blair and Bill Clinton, who framed the power of the markets as some unstoppable force of nature, like a hurricane.16 This book argues it is deeply problematic to see globalisation as inevitable and anonymous. Such an approach pushes for globalisation to be seen as a fait accompli that we must accept, while waiting meekly like ­Cinderella for things to improve. By seeing globalisation as apolitical and anonymous we lose not only our own agency but the ability to see agency in others, whether they be heads of state, corporate CEOs or global governing bodies like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or the World Bank.17

In the chapters ahead you will find instead a different argument – globalisation is the result of deliberate action, or the absence of action, by political actors wielding political power.18 We are on the edge of a cliff not because it is inevitable, but because it is ideological. We live in a world shaped by political decisions which tend to favour the interests of money, not people.19

Seeing globalisation as the result of political choices allows us to explore where power lies, not just in the shoe industry but in the world. Who has the power to decide to bail out banks, remove capital controls, create or rip up trade agreements, privatise resources, reconfigure factory production or smother environmental regulation?20 This process also reveals who this system works for: who are ‘the haves’ and ‘the have-nots’, and who are ‘the have-yachts’? Far from being an obscure, jargon-heavy topic, globalisation is a set of power relations with clear winners and losers – those with power make the decisions, those without power lose out.

Then there is the question of whether globalisation is the answer or the problem?21 Proponents of globalisation promised that it heralded a global system of economic prosperity, democracy and harmony.22 They promised that a rising tide would raise all boats, and that trickle-down economics was the answer, that consumers would get wonderful low-cost products to play with and that the poor would get jobs and stop being poor. Flick through any newspaper or news site and one might be forgiven for wondering: what the heck happened?

Before the term ‘globalisation’ was coined, the 1970s brought about a hurried new phase of this globalising world. It was an era based on a strict political ideology, an ideology that shapes the world we live in. At the centre of this ideology is the belief that control, regulation and economic direction must be handed over to the markets. By minimising the role of states, governments and the law, the market was allowed to rule almost unhindered.

As capitalism globalised, it became elevated to a near-mythical status. Held up by Augusto Pinochet in Chile, Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan in the US as the one true saviour, neoliberal capitalism demanded sacrifices: deregulate capital flows across borders to make life easy for banks and businesses, shrink the role of the state in providing help for people’s daily lives, reduce taxes for corporations and the already wealthy, aggressively drive the ‘free market’ into every corner of the world. Wealth creation was placed firmly in the global foreground and surrounded by phalanxes of financial institutions, biased trade agreements and corporate lawyers. The reality for many was the side-lining of democracy and the common good.

Globalisation has been hailed as a success in boardrooms and lecture halls, but this book exists because the shoes on our feet tell a different story. How can we celebrate globalisation without knowing what it means for the Chinese factory worker, the Bangladeshi tannery worker, the Brazilian environmentalist or the commodity-fixated teenagers caught up in this system? Globalisation is the story of transformation, but it has not been an equal process, nor one done beneficently. For many it is a story of how, as corporate influence spread and production levels rose, quality of life and standards fell.

In all the arguing over whether globalisation exists and whether it is inevitable or political, it is important not to lose sight of what is happening now. We must not lose the stories of the consequences.

Why now?

The story of globalisation did not end with the opening up of labour markets in Asia, Latin America, eastern Europe and Africa. Nor was it happily-ever-after for the people of the old factory cities. When the corporations jumped ship to make billions, they left behind mass unemployment and the loss of tax revenue. While profits soared, the gap between the rich and those left behind widened. In 2019, just twenty-six of the richest billionaires own as many assets as the 3.8 billion people who make up the poorest half of the planet’s population.23

Inequality took root both in the old industrial centres and in the new factory landscapes. Politicians and business leaders experienced soaring incomes, while those they employed endured poverty wages. ‘Sharply rising income and wealth inequalities thus characterised the new centres of capitalism as well as the old,’ writes Professor Richard Wolff about the period following the 1970s. ‘Globalisation distributed capitalism’s deepening inequality throughout the world.’ The trappings of inequality – personal debt, speculation, real-estate bubbles, corruption and bloated conspicuous consumption by the rich – have also spread.24

The result of globalisation – of the globalisation of capitalism – is that we live in a world characterised by corporate plunder of the natural world, heinous workers’ rights abuses, climate breakdown and income inequality to the extent that a minibus-ful of people own more money than 50 per cent of the global population. Globalisation has not brought the promised economic benefits, nor has it ensured stability; instead it is a process driven by the needs of international corporations.25

This is not to say things have worked out for those at the top of society. Even the acquisition of private fire brigades, private islands and private bunkers can only provide a certain amount of insulation from impending climate breakdown. Nor can political turmoil be ignored.

In June 2016, the European Union was stunned by the UK voting for Brexit; months later the world was stunned by the election of Donald Trump. Both are mass votes that bear the shadow of globalisation. They placed discontent front and centre on a world stage, revealing the hopelessness brought about by austerity measures and the financial crash, and the factionalising and racism brought about by the fear of being left behind.

Trump has been explicit in his condemnation: ‘We reject the ideology of globalism and we embrace the doctrine of patriotism,’ he told the United Nations in September 2018. World leaders laughed openly at the speech and yet Trump is seemingly setting the world up for a turned-on-its-head moment where the US seeks protectionism, a retreat from the world stage and walls on its borders. China meanwhile, with its Belt and Road investment initiative and commitment to state-run industries and capital controls, seems to be championing multilateralism and globalisation.26

Why shoes?

The shoes on our feet are the propulsion and the consequence of globalisation. Among the first objects to undergo globalised production, shoes represent the interdependencies and injustices that shape our world. Thanks to technical transformations in communication and transport, and the global availability of low-waged workers, shoe manufacturing found itself scattered around the world as a pioneer of this process. Thus every shoe we own is a world within a world, the vast majority of them made from complex component parts on dangerous, low-waged production lines.

The fashion industry has been under a spotlight since the collapse of the Rana Plaza factory complex in 2013. In 90 seconds, the collapse of this building in Bangladesh killed an estimated 1,138 people. It was the biggest industrial homicide the industry had ever seen, but it was far from a unique event. The Ali Enterprises fire, the Tazreen factory fire, the Spectrum factory collapse and countless other horrific incidents are all bloody proof of an industry in crisis.

Despite having its own inventory of fatal fires and factory collapses, the shoe industry has managed to largely avoid this spotlight. As a result, industry experts interviewed for this book all stated that the shoe industry is far behind the rest of the fashion industry in terms of wages, conditions and corporate standards. Every nexus of shoemaking is in crisis. The job of modern-day shoe workers remains rife with noxious fumes, toxic chemicals and poverty wages. The impact of footwear upon the biosphere, upon animals and the living world remains unconscionable.

This book is an invitation to walk in your own shoes into the forgotten backwaters of globalisation. It includes visits to slaughterhouses, sweatshops, rubbish dumps and makeshift refugee centres. It holds interviews with people representing twenty-eight different countries.

Chapter One examines the heady world of consumption, exploring how the world divides between those with too much and those with not enough. We meet shoe obsessives and explore the allure of footwear. Chapter Two explores shoe factories across the globe from China to the Balkans, and we meet factory workers and factory bosses, and explain how we came to make 24,200,000,000 pairs of shoes per year.

Chapter Three follows the supply chain beneath the first tier of factories to meet a secret pillar of globalisation: homeworkers. Who are these hidden women and men, what are the consequences of market capitalism turning millions of homes into factories, and just how poisonous are our shoes?

The corporate ability to hide the reality of shoe production is explored in Chapter Four. How did branding begin, why do corporations want to link shoes with emotions, can we ever trust the labels in our shoes and what do counterfeit sneakers tell us about the world?

Chapter Five starts in a makeshift refugee camp and looks at the stories of people in battered, rain-soaked shoes. Why can money and products freely cross borders but people cannot? Who are the people making shoes in Turkish basements, and why have tens of millions of children been separated from their parents in China? Chapter Six is an exposé of leather production, of the industrial slaughter of billions of animals, of the tearing down of the rainforest and of Bangladeshi tanneries where the average life expectancy is fifty. From political violence to slavery and climate apocalypse, the leather industry punishes everything it touches.

Chapter Seven asks what happens next. Having been purchased, what happens when shoes – these complex, handmade and intensively resourced items – are discarded? Where do 24.2 billion pairs of shoes go once they are chucked out? From cobblers to second-hand warehouses and recycling laboratories, we count the cost of living in a disposable world.

Chapter Eight leaves behind the wastelands of the present and travels to the factories of the future. How have robots already changed the shoe industry and what does the rise of automation have in store? What are the consequences if millions of women lose their jobs to robots?

Chapter Nine questions why an object like a shoe can cause so much havoc. How have corporations got away with so much for so long, and where are the laws to protect people and planet? We explore how corporate programmes and greenwashing have blocked social progress. Finally, Chapter Ten looks at how things could be done differently. We’ve tried the globalisation of capitalism; is it now time for a new system of globalisation from below? What would the world look like if it was rearranged along more equal lines and what will it take for us to get there?

Something wondrous

Shoes meld with the body like no other piece of clothing, holding a person’s shape long after they have stepped out of them. By the same token, nothing else that is worn tortures like a shoe with a bad fit. To be shoeless is to be rendered helpless, to be pitied as without hope, or feared as mad. Shoes protect, they carry us through life, and we might, if we are lucky, use them to signify something about our identity. But despite this assistive power, shoes have no agency of their own. Outside of fairy tales, shoes have no magical powers.

Billions of dollars are spent trying to make you believe shoes spring from puffs of pink smoke at the snap of a fairy godmother’s fingers. Corporations prefer the illusion that there are no supply chains and that shoes can be made, sold, bought and discarded in their tens of billions without consequences. This is so dangerously far from the truth that much of the work of this book is necessarily an attempt to demystify shoes.

With each chapter that you read, you are invited to look at the shoes around you and picture the processes that created them. Never lose sight of these supply chains, firstly because if you can hold on to the fact that every single shoe in the world is the product of human hands, you can begin to counteract how the realities of its production are obscured. And secondly, because if you lose sight of this reality, you also lose sight of something wondrous. We are taught that kings, CEOs and celebrities have made our world, but they have not. If we forget that the source of all wealth and magic is ultimately the planet and human work, we forget that we already have everything we need to make things right, to create a society that is equitable, sustainable and which provides for all.27

 

 



* https://www.worldfootwear.com/news/footwear-production-with-new-record-of-243-billion-pairs/5356.html [November 2020].
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