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INTRODUCTION: THE EVOLUTION OF THE FASHION INDUSTRY

A key form of self-expression, fashion is an important part of human culture and identity. It can signal to the world who we are or who we want to become. As a result, clothes have a big impact on our lives and on society as a whole. The creation and selling of fashion is now a huge business which comprises everything from design and development, to sourcing, logistics, retail, and marketing. Constantly advancing and adapting, this is an industry that prioritizes innovation, technological advancement, and creatively minded individuals.

However, the fashion industry as we know it today did not evolve until the late twentieth century. To understand the current state of the industry, it’s important to consider how clothing production has changed over the last 300 years, morphing from handspun to digital, slow to fast, eventually becoming a trillion-dollar global enterprise.

THE DOMESTIC SYSTEM: 1300–1750

Prior to the mid-eighteenth century, many people in Western Europe and America spent their whole lives working, with the great majority laboring as farmers in the countryside. The agrarian society was characterized by the slow pace of the many and often labor-intensive tasks that had to be performed to maintain a household. The economic foundation of the agrarian society was a self-sufficient model with a barter exchange for goods of equal value or for produced goods.

In this society, families sewed their own clothing and made repairs to any garments that were ripped or worn out. Cloth was made from plant fibers such as flax, cotton, and hemp, as well as animal fibers such as wool and fur. The spinning of fibers into threads for weaving cloth took place in homes. Most people owned a very limited amount of clothing because of the long time it took to produce. Individual handiwork was valued and people maintained clothes and possessions for years and even generations. Odd bits of cloth (rags) were repurposed into quilts or sold to merchants and peddlers who turned them into new goods. Production and disposal were one process, like a closed-loop system where materials are used and reused to create new products. Textile waste was minimal.
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EARLY WARDROBE STAPLES

Smocks were a clothing staple of the agricultural workforce and the countryside’s most distinctive garment. The earliest smocks were relatively plain and cut in a loose-fitting shape. They were made of fine bleached linen or coarser twill cotton and varied only in size. Many smocks were often made at home and handed down from one generation to another over a period of at least 50 years. Even so, there is evidence of a well-established trade of ready-made smocks from the early decades of the nineteenth century.1



COTTAGE INDUSTRY

Alongside farming, a primary business in pre-industrial times was a home workshop, known as a “cottage industry.” All family members who were able helped in the production of goods for sale such as food, clothing, furniture, and tools. Clothing was hand sewn, requiring time and skill.


Cottage industry: a small business in which the work is done by people in their homes.

Oxford Learner’s Dictionary



These small scale domestic systems (or “putting out systems”) allowed rural families to increase their household income and merchants to take advantage of domestic labor by “putting-out” raw materials to the cottage industries for the manufacture of all types of goods including military uniforms, stockings, lace, shoes, and textiles.

It was not uncommon to see members of a family working alongside each other in one room. Hours were long but workers could take breaks for lunch or tend to children in the home. Workers were paid by “piecework,” a fixed rate based on their output, and payment depended on the quality of the product. Different processes were generally carried out in several homes (typically cottages) as the materials or garments progressed from one stage to the next. Gender defined the kind of work a person did: men grew and harvested the plants, women and girls spun the fibers, and men then wove and took the cloth to the marketplace.

However, as the eighteenth century progressed, the slower production methods of the cottage industries struggled to keep pace with an ever-increasing population and a growing demand for clothing.

Simultaneously, inventors and entrepreneurs began working on methods and machines to improve production output, ultimately leading to the birth of mechanization, loss of rural employment, and the demise of the domestic system.
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In 1783, William Hincks, a self-taught Irish portrait artist and engraver, published a series of 12 stipple engravings illustrating linen manufacturing. This engraving depicts a home where women are working: two women are spinning the yarn on a spindle Dutch (or low Irish) wheel, another woman is reeling the thread using a hexagonal frame, and a fourth woman is boiling the yarn in a large cauldron over a fire, poking it with a stick. A young boy is seated in the background. The scene is representative of a cottage industry where an entire family was involved in the process.



THE FACTORY SYSTEM: 1760–1830

New inventions and technologies in textile production began to emerge with the mechanization of spinning fiber into yarn. In 1764, James Hargreaves, an English weaver and carpenter, invented the “spinning jenny” which used eight different spindles powered by a single wheel. This allowed one worker to produce eight threads in the same amount of time it previously took to produce one thread. Shortly afterward, in 1769, Richard Arkwright patented his spinning frame, known as the “water frame,” which allowed for large-scale spinning on one machine. Each machine required so much energy that it was built next to a river to utilize the force of the water to make it spin.

Another key development was Edmund Cartwright’s power loom, first built in 1785. It was a steam-powered loom with foot pedals that lifted and then lowered the warp (vertical tighter threads) while the weft (horizontal weaker threads) were drawn between the warp to create cloth. This machine allowed for the more efficient and quicker production of textiles.

All of these inventions helped propel the transformation of British society from one centered on agriculture and handicraft to one dominated by industrialization and machines based on the factory system, a transformation known as the Industrial Revolution.
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Textile workers at work in a northern mill in the US, 1800s.
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A young girl tends the spinning machine at a cotton mill in North Carolina, 1908.




Industrial Revolution: the period in the 18th and 19th centuries in Europe and the US when machines began to be used to do work, and industry grew rapidly.

Oxford Learner’s Dictionary



The Industrial Revolution enabled the production of goods at a scale unprecedented in history. Clothing, shoes, tools, and household goods became more readily available and, as a result, less expensive. On a larger scale, foreign markets were created to sell these goods internationally, fueling the economies of industrialized nations and generating new wealth.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the technological developments in the textile industry that began in Britain spread to America. Eli Whitney’s cotton-gin machine (patented in 1793) cleaned cotton of its seeds and replaced the slower manual removal of the seeds from the raw fiber. Samuel Slater, an Englishman, built a successful water-powered textile mill from memory in Pawtucket, Rhode Island in 1793. Known as the “father of the American factory system,” he is considered the founder of the American textile industry because the technology he brought with him began the Industrial Revolution there.

In Western Europe and America, the organization of newly developed factories, known as “manufactories,” powered by steam to produce cloth and clothing, replaced rural industries. People who once worked at home, in a small shop or in the fields, migrated to the cities and took factory jobs working for large companies.

The working conditions were monotonous, dangerous, and unsanitary. Spinning machines posed the most serious risk, as moving parts often had no protective guard. Many workers were forced to work long hours for pitifully low wages. Children needed to work in order to help cover household costs and child labor was common.

The political ideology of the early nineteenth century was classical liberalism, which places emphasis on securing individual freedom with minimal or no government involvement. Therefore, governments did little to protect workers from exploitation by factory owners.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the introduction of the mechanized sewing machine by a trio of inventors—Walter Hunt, Elias Howe, and Isaac Singer—accelerated the pace of production, leading to an increased amount of goods being produced.

During this time, a specific type of factory also began to emerge in which a middleman, known as a “sweater,” directed others in garment-making under a “sweating system” of arduous conditions. These workplaces were called “sweatshops.”


Sweatshop: a factory or workshop, especially in the clothing industry, where manual workers are employed at very low wages for long hours and under poor conditions.

Oxford Dictionary



THE DAWN OF READY-TO-WEAR

As cloth became more readily available, manufacturers and merchants began producing and selling a new type of clothing that did not require a fitting but was made in standard sizes, known as “ready-to-wear,” at affordable prices. Large mills and factories produced garments such as petticoats, shirts, trousers, gloves, and hats.


Ready-to-wear: clothing is made in a series of standard sizes, rather than made to fit the exact measurements of individual customers.

Collins English Dictionary



As industrialization progressed, a prosperous, urban middle class began to emerge. Skilled workers, managers, accountants, and clerks now had money left over for leisure goods.

In 1851, The Great Exhibition, held in the iconic Crystal Palace in London’s Hyde Park, aimed to show that the industrial world was the key to a better future. Six million visitors were treated to an enormous showcase of technology, demonstrations of new inventions, and consumer goods from around the world. The exhibition projected an aura of excitement and influenced visitors in all matters of modernity—taste, culture, and fashion.

Inspired by the architecture of the Great Exhibition, particularly the use of vast panes of glass, and by its interior and visual arrangement, cloth merchants and entrepreneurs began to open department stores in major cities.


Department store: a large shop that is divided into several parts, each selling different types of goods.

Oxford Learner’s Dictionary



The first was Le Bon Marché in Paris in 1852, with Macy’s in New York following in 1858, and Selfridges in London in 1909. The stores offered a vast array of mass-produced goods for a public increasingly keen on consumption.

The presentation of shopping as a pleasurable leisure activity made department stores distinctive and represented a new opportunity for fashionable middle-and upper-class women to browse and shop freely, away from the home and the company of men. Stores encouraged a different kind of shopping experience, which was characterized by attractive displays and merchandise affixed with price tags. Many stores offered restaurants and tearooms to cater to women, encouraging them to view shopping as a social activity.

French couturiers such as Coco Chanel, Paul Poiret, and Madeline Vionnet came onto the scene in the early 1900s, quickly earning an international reputation as the arbiters of taste. Eager to capitalize on this fervor, American department stores sent their employees to France to covertly sketch Parisian runway designs, as it was legally permitted to copy these styles in the United States. Many department stores staged lavish presentations of their mass-produced “Paris Originals” alongside their own runway collections.


Knockoff: a copy or imitation of something popular that sells for less than the original.

Merriam-Webster Dictionary



The shift from tailor-made to ready-made clothing initiated the rapid rise of garment factories, as manufacturers took advantage of foreign labor. With little protection, working conditions steadily declined. These poor conditions tended to be worse in large cities where sweatshops could be hidden in slums. In 1911, the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in New York City, in which 146 garment workers were killed, led to a public outcry that prompted new reform measures.

The 1920s and 1930s saw a proliferation of women’s ready-to-wear clothing, as the rise of advertising, fashion magazines, mail order catalogs, and chain stores meant there was more clothing available to an ever-increasing number of people.

Importantly, the 1930s also saw the introduction of synthetic fibers: Nylon was developed in the 1930s by the chemical company Du Pont and was heralded as the first fully synthetic fiber. Nylon stockings, promoted as stronger and more affordable than silk stockings, were made commercially available in 1940 and proved an immediate hit.

As the twentieth century progressed, a rising middle class with increased purchasing power began to buy more mass-produced clothing in new, innovative synthetic fibers. In 1951, for instance, a clothing manufacturer in New York City introduced a men’s summer suit marketed with the tagline “Miracles can happen.” This revolutionary suit, which was more affordable and reportedly needed less care than those made from natural fibers, was made of a new synthetic fiber, Dacron polyester.2

Modern fashion is, therefore, inextricably linked to technological advancement. New ideas and innovations throughout history have shaped how we dress, changing the way clothes are created, manufactured, shipped, sold, and worn.
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Crowds view the latest inventions at The Great Exhibition, Crystal Palace, 1851.



PLANNED OBSOLESCENCE

Some ideas are born from what is known as a “lightbulb moment,” a breakthrough in thinking, an instance of clarity or of sudden realization. The lightbulb has long been a symbol of new ideas, human ingenuity, and innovation. Whenever a character in a comic or animation comes up with a new idea, a lightbulb appears over their head and illuminates. Voila! Something new is hatched.

[image: Illustration]

In fact, the lightbulb, an everyday object we probably hardly give a second thought to when flipping the switch, illustrates one of the best and earliest examples of a design strategy commonly used in fashion: planned or built-in obsolescence. The lightbulb was originally invented in the first half of the nineteenth century and, as it developed throughout the rest of that century, the time it could last increased up to 2,500 hours. This innovation was good news for consumers, but not so good for lightbulb manufacturers. The longer lifespan of lightbulbs reduced consumer sales and profits steadily declined.

In 1925, lightbulb manufacturers formed a cartel and gathered for a meeting in Switzerland to discuss this serious threat to their industry.

It was then that they came to a collective decision to limit the lifespan of any lightbulb to 1,000 hours. The manufacturers instructed their designers and engineers to develop new lightbulbs with this shorter lifespan. As a result of their efforts, “new and improved” 1,000 hour lightbulbs were produced and introduced to the consumer market. Sales increased as consumers continuously purchased replacement lightbulbs and eventually profits steadily climbed. By limiting and standardizing the lifespan of lightbulbs, the cartel had enabled the deliberate obsolescence of their products.3


Planned obsolescence: a strategy of producing consumer goods that rapidly become obsolete and so require replacing, achieved by frequent changes in design, termination of the supply of spare parts, and the use of non-durable materials.

Oxford English Dictionary
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OVER 130 MILLION PAIRS OF TIGHTS ARE SOLD EVERY YEAR IN FRANCE.

The Halte à l’Obsolescence Programmée (HOP, “Stop Built-In Obsolescence”) association polled over 3,000 women in 2018 to address the question: “Why did our grandmothers’ tights seem more resistant than ours, which do not last?”

In the study, over two thirds (70%) of the women said that their tights generally lasted for only six uses before breaking or laddering and were then thrown away. Women were forced to buy up to 11 pairs of tights per season due to two factors: the low quality of the fabric and the use of additives that make the tights less durable.

France has made efforts to combat built-in obsolescence in consumer products. Following a government initiative rolled out in 2020, products will voluntarily be given a sticker on their packaging, indicating the expected durability of the product, and rate its repairability from 1 to 10. Could fashion be far behind?



FAST FASHION

In the last decades of the twentieth century, fashion designers became like the lightbulb designers before them, developing clothes and accessories with limited lifespans. The Spanish fashion brand Zara, the flagship brand of Inditex, has been credited with introducing the first successful fast fashion business model in the early 1990s. The term “fast fashion” was used to describe the retailer’s agile production model which takes as little as three weeks to go from runway sketch to new product on the retail floor. Today, Zara offers up to 20,000 new designs with new styles arriving in stores twice a week.4


Fast fashion: an approach to the design, creation, and marketing of clothing fashions that emphasizes making fashion trends quickly and cheaply available to consumers.

Merriam-Webster Dictionary



To compete with this new production model, many fashion brands began pushing a vast range of new styles at the expense of quality and sustainability. Compromises are often made along the supply chain.


Supply chain: the entire process of making and selling commercial goods, including every stage from the supply of materials and the manufacture of the goods through to their distribution and sale.

Collins Dictionary



Fast fashion is produced using low quality materials and poor construction techniques that are not designed for longevity. A study investigating the consumption habits of young fashion consumers found that fast-fashion items typically last no more than 10 wears.5 It is clear that the mainstream or mass market fashion industry is intentionally creating clothing of inferior quality.


Sustainability: the ability to continue or be continued for a long time and the use of natural products and energy in a way that does not harm the environment.

Oxford Learner’s Dictionary



In addition, brands have introduced fast fashion cycles in which colors, shapes, and styles change so frequently that consumers are made to feel that their clothes are out of style. In doing so, brands are increasing their profits by encouraging consumers to buy new items more frequently, even if the ones in their existing closets (wardrobes) are in excellent condition and perfectly serviceable.

Social media has also accelerated this insatiable appetite with daily offerings of real-time fashion and style trends from the runways (catwalks), the street, A-list celebrities, the red carpet, influencers, and more. Fashion Nova, a digital fast fashion brand, works with 1,000 manufacturers to introduce between 600 and 900 new styles every week. The brand has more than 17 million Instagram followers, with many users regularly posting selfies in the brand’s trendy clothing.6

Fashion consumers who wish to be “on trend” and “in style” are encouraged through traditional and digital marketing platforms to make constant wardrobe replenishments. For example, a voluminous maxi dress will be “replaced” in the following season by a fitted mini skirt; slouchy trousers will appear “outdated” by skinny pants; green will look “old” next to blue. This built-in or planned obsolescence strategy puts an expiration date on fashion products. It creates a false sense of perishability before the garment has completed its full life cycle.

As we find ourselves in the third decade of the twenty first century, we know that as a society, our relationship to our clothing has radically changed. The increasing speed of our garment consumption, fueled by a reciprocal increase in the speed of low-cost fashion production and distribution, has resulted in waste and what is known as a “take-make-dispose” linear supply chain.
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Fast fashion at work on Oxford Street, London.



TAKE-MAKE-DISPOSE MODEL


Linear economy: a traditional economy model based on a “take-make-consume-throw away” approach of resources.

GEMET



The manufacturing model of built-in obsolescence is representative of a centuries-old economic system that began in the Industrial Revolution and is still in place today. It is a linear mindset driven by proprietary ownership of ideas and intellectual property (IP), and fueled by a production model that is hungry for resources and profits. The model is also wasteful along its supply chain.

Let’s look at some of the environmental waste in two key areas of today’s take-make-dispose linear model—manufacturing and the consumer.


THE LINEAR SUPPLY CHAIN
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MANUFACTURING WASTE

The oldest and most traditional form of clothing manufacturing is known as CMT (cut-make-trim). CMT factories produce garments from start-to-finish. They cut the fabric, sew the fabric, and attach any trimmings such as hangtags, buttons, labels, etc. Some CMT factories may subcontract elements of the work, but typically they manage the entire production process.

Pre-consumer waste is material waste generated in the manufacturing process of the supply chain before the product reaches the consumer—for example, leftover scraps of fabric or trimmings that end up on the factory floor. According to Reverse Resources, 25% of resources spill out of original supply chains for a variety of reasons. Even though some of these materials get used elsewhere, most materials get downcycled, incinerated, or dumped.7


Downcycle: to recycle (something) in such a way that the resulting product is of a lower value than the original item; to create an object of lesser value from a discarded object of higher value.

Merriam-Webster Dictionary



CONSUMER WASTE

At the end of the linear supply chain, the consumer is responsible for the final part of the life cycle and disposal of garments. Post-consumer waste is material waste that’s been used and disposed of by a consumer. An estimated value of $500 billion (£385 billion) is lost every year due to clothing being barely worn and rarely recycled. According to the Copenhagen Fashion Summit’s Pulse of the Fashion Industry report in 2017, the fashion industry is responsible for 92 million tons (tonnes) of solid waste per year globally, representing 4% of the 2.12 billion tons of waste that end in landfills globally each year.8


Post-consumer: (of a consumer item) having been discarded for disposal or recovery.

Collins Dictionary



Supply chain problems don’t end with the squandering of precious resources such as water, energy, nature, and animals, or the physical waste that fails to biodegrade in landfills. It also extends to the people and the time spent creating clothing that producers and consumers of fashion obtain and discard so easily. Consumers are increasingly disconnected from the workers making their clothes. Approximately 60 million people are employed in the fashion value chain, many of whom are women who do not enjoy fair employment rights, nor do they share in the prosperity of their employers, the world’s most profitable fashion brands.

A new economic system is needed to rethink every step along the supply chain from land and resource use to the design, properties, and end use of materials. It may seem daunting at first to think about all the challenges we face, but if we start by asking ourselves a few questions, and then have a discussion with others around us, we may begin to see a shift in our collective thinking.


THINK PIECE:

How can we challenge ourselves to think more deeply about the products we create, the waste we generate, and our own clothing consumption habits?




GOT 10 SECONDS?

“Every second, the equivalent of one garbage truck of textiles is landfilled or burned.” 9

[image: Illustration]




OEBPS/images/f0007-01.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
Circular

Fashion

MAKING THE FASHION
INDUSTRY SUSTAINABLE

PEGGY BLUM





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.png
do do

Hi

g o

d |

(9 3

1—%

1
1
i

@
O

mo






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Circular
Fashion

MAKING THE FASHION
INDUSTRY SUSTAINABLE

. PEGGY BLUM

~ N -





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.png
Less fhan 1% of material used fo produce clothing is recycled

v
1+2>3 >4 >5>6—>7

Inspirotion/  Design Row Monufocturing  Distribution ~ Retail Consumer

research materials
pre-consumer waste: post-consumer woste:
25% of resources gefs 73% of clothing ends

spilled from factories up in landfills





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.png





OEBPS/images/half.png





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0012-02.png





