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‘What you wear doesn’t define you. What you do does.’
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Praise for Consumed

‘SUCH integrity. Aja is no bullsh*t’
FLORENCE GIVEN

“The fashion industry has pulled the wool over our eyes but with this book Aja rips it off, finds out who made it, pays them back and then convinces you to join her in holding the industry accountable. An accessible, wry and hugely compelling exploration of a culture of exploitation and how, together, we can end it.”

GINA MARTIN

‘Barber’s isn’t just a voice we should listen to – it is a voice we MUST listen to.’

CLEMENTINE FORD

‘If you buy one book about sustainable fashion, make it this one. CONSUMED is an urgent call to action to demand a fashion system that is actually fair for both people and planet, not just Big Fashion billionaires. I adore Aja and I love this brilliant book.’

VENETIA LA MANNA

‘CONSUMED is grounded, honest, smart and accessible, taking us through the hideously complex topic of fashion and sustainability, from its knotty colonial roots to what everyday people can do to uproot those systems, today. CONSUMED is empowering in a time where we all feel a little helpless. Oh, and the CEOs should read it too!’

YASSMIN ABDEL-MAGIED

‘Gripped. Absorbed. Glued.’ ORSOLA DE CASTRO
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To the Grandmothers I’ve known in this lifetime who
have taught me so much and lived more sustainably than anyone I know – Emma, Catherine and Ann.

(Grammy, you would be SO proud, my goodness you’d tell everyone.)



About the Author
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AJA BARBER is a writer, stylist and consultant whose work deals with the intersections of sustainability and the fashion landscape. Her work builds heavily on ideas behind privilege, wealth inequality, racism, feminism, colonialism and how to fix the fashion industry with all these things in mind. She’s pledged to never take a dollar from fast fashion on her Instagram platform.
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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

‘Every consumer has the right to know who produces their clothing and under what conditions, whether it be labour conditions or environmental, just like the ingredients written on the food packaging that you buy.’

Anannya Bhattercharjee, Asia Floor Wage Alliance and Garment and Allied Workers Union

Welcome to Consumed. This is a book about stuff (particularly apparel), and why we need less of it, and what information you need in order to climb out of this mess.

The book is divided into two sections: Part one is everything you need to know, but maybe didn’t (I mean, I didn’t know either until a short while ago) about how we got here, and why this problem is historical and endemic and tied down to oppression along the way. It will get heavy, but we will hear from the people who need to be heard.

In Part two I address you – hi, consumer of stuff! It isn’t your fault that over-consumption has become a part of our culture. The likelihood is that you do it, just like I did, because you’ve been taught to. Who else is going to change this system other than you and me?


My Letter to the Fast Fashion CEOs

Hello there, My Dudes*,

Aja Barber here.

I’m one of many of us with platforms, telling my following and anyone that will listen to NOT support your brands and your businesses anymore and to seek alternative options (if they can). I hope you read this book and I hope you know that I have no plans of stopping until something changes. Or I die. But the women in my family tend to live long, healthy lives so I might just be here for a while. That is, unless climate emergency kills us all (enjoy your underground bunkers, dudes).

I wanted to let you know that, upon publication of this book, I will have donated $10,000 of my own hard-earned money to both garment worker unions and organizations at the end of YOUR supply chain. I am not a billionaire (but most of you are). I am not even a millionaire (but most of you are). I’m an individual who put way too much of my money into your pockets for far too long, when it should have been in the garment worker’s pocket ALL ALONG.

But back to you. Every single day, you have plenty of opportunities to do the right thing. And the power with which to do it. And you choose not to.

You could pay more money for your clothing at the factory, agreeing on an absolute minimum for certain items at cost, which would eliminate the race to the bottom globally.

You could give your money directly to garment worker unions and stop union busting.

You could clean up the waterways that your clothing factories are spewing waste into at an accelerating rate.

You could simply choose to make less stuff and stop pushing consumers to buy more of it through manipulative and expensive marketing (and perhaps consider, if you didn’t spend those seven- or eight-figure sums on pushing products, where that money could go – yes, you guessed it, to the people who created your products in the first place).

Of course, all of this looks like smaller profit margins for you, but let me tell you it looks like a better and more sustainable world for everyone else.

We all know this planet has far too much stuff, and that’s a problem you’ve created – one which is harming the people, the climate and the planet.

Every year, month, day and even hour that you choose not to do these things, you are WILLINGLY turning away from the problem you have created and profited almightily from. Some of you have so much money that you could give away 90 per cent of it and never run out of money in your lifetime.

So that’s what I challenge you to do. Use YOUR money to clean up YOUR mess. Use your enormous fortunes to make this system better for everyone. Step away from this slash-and-burn cycle. Stop with the ‘cute’ recycling bins in store, which your market research has taught you only incentivizes consumers to buy more.
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Cut it out with the sustainable lines which account for less than 1 per cent of your business. Reform your ENTIRE business from top to bottom. From how you treat people at the bottom right through to the growth targets you set yourself. Think about other growth targets, like 0 per cent carbon emissions. First person to use their own money to do this wins, and I’ll stay off your back (until you do something else crappy). The days of hand-over-fist profit over humanity are over. It’s kind of a bad look.

I still believe you might have a smidgen of humanity left in you, behind those piles of money you are so keen to grow, with no real purpose other than capitalist ambition. So, prove it. Because here’s the thing: you can’t buy integrity.

Yours,
Aja Barber



____________

(* It’s safe to address you as ‘dudes’ because 95 per cent of you are men – according to The Route to the Top 2018 report by Heidrick & Struggles – which is frankly a problem, but that’s for another book.)
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