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			Introduction

			I think about clothes a lot. It’s not just clothes, actually — it’s shoes, rings, glasses, sometimes bags. I guess that makes me a materialistic person, even though by fashion standards, I’d probably be considered pretty minimalist (at the time of writing, I own 29 t-shirts, 10 pairs of shoes and eight jackets). That doesn’t stop my mind from drifting to fashion whenever I’m bored, sad or stressed — or just feel like I want something cool to wear.

			You know what else I think about a lot? The climate emergency. As I write this from my apartment in Berlin, over 100 wildfires are currently raging in 14 US states. Turkey, Greece, Russia and Morocco have also been in the news for the same reason. The Guardian reports that July 2021 was the worst for wildfires since satellite records began.1 Gizmodo estimates that in July and August of 2021, forest fires across the globe released more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere than India does in an entire year.2

			It’s not just forests that are on fire — earlier this year, a ruptured gas pipeline in the Gulf of Mexico set the ocean on fire. And that’s just fires — we shouldn’t forget all the floods, droughts and hurricanes either.

			The thing is, despite how scary and heartbreaking the climate emergency is, I think about clothes just as much. I guess it’s got something to do with how far-off and abstract these issues feel, especially as a straight white guy living in one of Europe’s richest countries. Those two tendencies, my preoccupation with fashion and my fears for the future, feel like they live in separate parts of my head, but they’re connected. The materialistic urges knocking about in the back of my subconscious are, in their own way, contributing to the environmental destruction that’s unfolding all around us.

			To care about fashion these days is to be in a near constant state of cognitive dissonance. Shopping in the 21st century makes you complicit in the destruction of our shared ecosystems and the climate emergency that threatens all life on earth. To make the new clothes we buy, carbon emissions are spewed into the atmosphere, land is stripped bare to cultivate crops, chemical dyes contaminate water supplies and crude oil is burned to feed our hunger for polyester. That’s saying nothing of the industry’s miserable track record when it comes to human rights.

			Fashion is dreadful for the planet, but even though we know it’s bad, we can’t stop shopping.

			Why?

			It’s complicated. And I should know — for much of my professional life I’ve worked as a fashion editor, covering the intersection of streetwear, sneakers and high fashion for Highsnobiety. I’ve reported from runways all over the globe, scoured for new trends and designers, analyzed on-site traffic and social media engagement and written thousands of news articles, all with the end goal of promoting consumerism. I’ve seen firsthand how a niche corner of menswear — one that was obsessed with Kanye West, rare Nikes and Supreme — slowly, and then not so slowly, took over the world. I watched as the Highsnobiety reader’s uniform of sneakers and hoodies became the de-facto way of dressing, while at the same time streetwear’s genius marketing tactics were imitated by the rest of the industry.

			I’ve seen just how hard fashion’s marketing machine works to keep us shopping, because I was part of it. The industry expertly hacks human psychology, playing with deep-rooted themes like status and belonging in order to keep us lusting after new things, fueling those same out of control shopping habits that are trashing the planet.

			I’ve also felt just how dissatisfying our culture of non-stop consumerism can be. Working as a fashion editor means plugging yourself into a machine that tells you every day that what you wear defines your life. After nearly five years in the eye of the storm, I ended up with clothes clogging up my wardrobe, my mind and my life. None of it meant anything to me, even though it seemed very important at the time. Years later, I’m still trying to get rid of it all.

			I left my life as an editor a few years ago and since then I’ve been working in sustainability. I’d love to tell you that I’ve stepped into some sort of post-consumerist utopia, but really, sustainability is just as problematic as fashion. If fashion is a giant machine spitting out new clothes, then sustainability is a maze of half-truths and illusions, where genuine progress is hard to come by.

			The sad reality is that so much of what we see in the sustainability sector is really just a mirage designed to make shopping seem less problematic than it actually is. If shopping is the problem, then sustainability isn’t the answer. Our shopping habits are what’s driving fashion’s terrible impact on the environment, and that’s why it’s important to question them.

			Why do we buy clothes, after all we know about fashion and what it does to the planet?

			This book is my way of figuring that out. It’s inspired by my work in the industry, but also by my experiences of therapy and mindfulness. Trying to live a healthier, more intentional life in the midst of so many bad habits and so many crises. It’s about taking a long, hard look in the mirror and asking if we should really be shopping this way, spending so much of our lives chasing after stuff. And when I say shopping, I mean buying new clothes. It doesn’t matter what kind of clothes, or how expensive they are — whether you’ve got a closet full of Prada, religiously collect sneakers or get your fix at Weekday.

			In this book, I use a lot of examples from men’s fashion, because that’s what I know, but it’s not an exclusive message. If you care about what you wear and are worried about the future, then there’s something for you here. Everyone’s welcome.

			There’s a lot to get through, though. Fashion is so deeply connected to our sense of self that looking into our shopping habits brings up some really big questions, and attempting to work through them in a pocket-sized book is pretty ambitious, I’m not gonna lie.

			The book is in two parts — Part I, consisting of three chapters, looks at why we shop in the way we do. Part II offers a way out, and suggests how we could shop. The first part is longer than the second, partly because we need to make sense of consumerism before we try to change it, but mainly because the solution is actually quite simple, in my mind.

			I’m not here to shame anyone — I’ve got a lot of love for fashion and the people I share the industry with, despite the criticism I have for the system as a whole. And it’s important to separate the sins of Big Fashion from the independent brands that bring so much life and creativity to the industry. If you’re angry about the awful state of fashion right now — and you should be — then that energy needs to be directed at the irresponsible giants at the top of it all, not the people working for them or the shoppers buying their products. Having said that, it’s important to recognize that we as individuals all have a part to play.

			I know that the people chatting on Twitter and putting on TED Talks love an easy solution, a silver bullet that’ll magically fix everything, but that’s not what I’m about. I could easily go out there and do like, the 10 commandments of shopping, or tell people to give it up altogether, and then go preach it like it’s gospel. But I don’t think that sort of black and white thinking is the best way to go. The message can travel further if it’s more relatable.

			There’s a saying that goes around in climate circles: “We don’t need a few people to be perfect, we need millions of people to be better.” That’s the perspective I’m taking into this: It’s okay to buy stuff, but just do it less, and do it better.

			Clothes are fun and we don’t need to deny ourselves the joys of wearing them. You deserve cool outfits, just like you deserve soft bed sheets and nice moisturizer.

			So, that’s what this book is about. It’s a roadmap for how we might develop a better relationship with fashion. It’s about trying to find a space between those two conflicting narratives in our minds — our love of clothes and our fears for the future — and trying to find a balance between them in a way that’s better for the world, and better for us, too. Trying to make sense of being a materialistic person in an era of climate breakdown.

			It’s a book about why we buy so much stuff, why we should do it less and how we could do it less.
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			Our Souls 
Yearn to Shop

			Fashion isn’t really about clothes. If it was, we’d have stopped shopping years ago. If you ask me, it’s more like a mirror — when we look into it, we see our hopes, dreams and fears reflected back at us. Fashion is about who we are, who we want to be and who everyone else wants to be.

			If you stare into the industry’s marketing machine hard enough, you’ll find that there are some big philosophical themes that come to the surface. I define them as escapism, status, belonging, novelty and stimulation, and I’ll get into them in a moment.

			Each of them is in some way a reflection of our own needs as human beings. It’s not like there are hard and fast rules to it all — it’s fashion, not physics — but it’s important to acknowledge that fashion is intimately connected to our sense of self. That makes shopping a pretty existential experience. It’s deep.

			That’s why we do it again and again, despite all we know about how problematic it is.

			ESCAPISM

			For me, loafers — not a pair that I own, just the entire concept of loafers — mean being far away. It could be somewhere in Italy, maybe Paris, but definitely not my neighborhood in Berlin. It’s bright outside, but the sun is never in my eyes. I’ll have a spritz in my hand even though it’s a bit too early for that sort of thing. Emails do not exist here. Aching, sweaty feet? There’s no such thing in the Loafer Fantasyland.

			Optimism is at the heart of our experience of fashion. When we get dressed, we’re building an idealized self, and when we step out of the door, we present that fantasy self to our peers. We’re telling the world This is who I am. Or at least This is who I want to be. In this sense, fashion is all about transformation. Maybe that’s why we give ourselves makeovers when we go through breakups, start new jobs and move to new cities. Because a new look gives us the feeling that life is moving forward, away from the bad and towards the good.

			Clothes cut so deep to the core of the human experience that you’ve got to get a bit philosophical about it, in my opinion. Speaking to journalist Whitney Bauck for Christianity Today, theologian Robert Covolo argues that:

			“The reason we’re so fascinated with fashion is because there is an implicit statement of faith …

			You have hope for your body, you have hope for the new, and you are fascinated with the idea that one day you could be gloriously beautiful. Fashion plays with that hope. It plays with this idea that we can somehow reframe ourselves in a way that opens up our lives and our stories.”3

			You don’t have to follow the Bible to see the sense in what he’s saying. Fashion is an optimistic undertaking. It gives us the chance to envision new futures for ourselves, places where our current fears and burdens melt away. And we carry that optimism with us when we’re shopping — or just mindlessly scrolling.

			A boxy, spread-collared shirt from Our Legacy?

			Me, feeling blissful yet iconic some­where near the Mediterranean.

			An oversized, double-breasted suit with just the right kind of pinstripes?

			Me, killing it at after-work drinks.

			Square-toe harness boots?

			Me, doing just about anything, but feeling like a boss while I’m doing it.

			Because we shop through optimistic eyes, fashion can lure us in with promises of better days. The models gazing at us through our phones never look stressed, sad or anxious, because that’s the last thing we want to be. They might look confident, sexy, nonchalant or rebellious, but they don’t look like they get many emails. You, a mere mortal, might be drowning in your inbox, anxious about the future and regretting the past, but the guys in the cool new clothes aren’t. If you don’t feel good today, then maybe you will tomorrow. And that’s tempting. Nobody imagines bad things happening when they’re daydreaming of Margiela, do they?

			Of course, one person’s optimism is another’s naivety. If there’s escapism behind our shopping habits, then there’s also denial. Yes, we can put on a trendy suit of armor to make ourselves feel powerful, in control and free from worry, but deep down, we know we’re anything but. As Buddhist teacher Josh Korda explains in a conversation with Parsons associate professor Otto von Busch:

			“We are beings weighed down with an existential awareness of our own vulnerability, living toward the looming inevitability of death…

			Our brands come to the rescue. We brand ourselves to stand out from the crowd. The crowd, after all, is those other people who will grow old, feel pain, die and be quickly forgotten …

			The great escape is to get everyone looking at us, to stay in the center stage, caught in the spotlight of the world, to be seen as powerful.” 4

			Shopping gives us hope for the future, yes, but it also distracts us from the present, where our problems are very real. Fashion sells us undeniable pleasures — wearing cool clothes just feels great, doesn’t it? — but it also sells us the lie that we can buy our way out of our problems. Brands don’t come out with campaigns that say “Buy this and you’ll be happy,” but that’s pretty much what it’s about.

			Our underlying existential angst goes a long way in explaining why fashion is so obsessed with youth, too. It’s not just empowerment that the industry sells us — it’s youth, which is kind of like shorthand for immortality. The models on Instagram aren’t just free of stress, they’re also free of the wrinkles, stretch marks and sagging skin that remind us that our lives are temporary.

			Maybe, if we buy the right stuff, we can be young forever like them.

			Even though we know it’s not true, we still fall for it.

			status

			Back in ancient Rome, the emperor, and only the emperor, wore Tyrian purple. Tyrian purple was reserved for emperors because it was so hard to get — the dye had to be laboriously extracted from thousands of Mediterranean sea snails. The color’s exclusivity gave it power so, even if you’d never seen Marcus Aurelius before, you’d know straight away that he was the most important man in the whole empire because of his purple toga. And, on the flip side, if you’re not wearing Tyrian purple, well then you’re not Marcus Aurelius are you?

			What we wear is tangled up in all sorts of preconceptions about who we think is worthy, and who isn’t. This tension between the ins and the outs, the haves and the have nots, is where fashion gets so much of its power.

			That’s why the rich and famous are so important to the industry. It’s the oldest trick in the book: Use people who have a lot of status to sell things to people who don’t. It doesn’t matter who they are, how many followers they have or what the product is, the thinking is the same — the very normal things we drape over our bodies are nothing compared to those worn by the people we look up to, even if what we see isn’t that different to what we already own. I guess that somewhere in the back of our minds, we hope that wearing what they wear will earn us the recognition they enjoy.

			You can see that mechanism playing out all through fashion’s status pyramid, from the Kardashians, rappers and Condé Nast editors all the way down to your local micro- or nano-influencer. Magazines run round-the-clock coverage of celebrity outfits, and while they might be spotted doing the same things we do — “Famous Person X wears Brand X while getting coffee” — really, it’s an illusion. Celebrities’ teams arrange paparazzi shoots in advance, stylists coordinate their outfits, often with brands who have paid for the honor, and their publicists feed the information to editors, many of whom are semi-famous themselves.

			Our desire for status also explains fashion’s obsession with iconography. Whether it’s a luxury monogram or Supreme’s inescapable red box, logos tell the world that we have superior taste, and that our peers should respect us for it. It doesn’t even need to be a logo per se — see the “stealth wealth” symbolism of Bottega Veneta’s “intrecciato” criss-cross leather motif, which whispers I’m rich in a way that Gucci’s interlocking Gs never could.

			Just like celebrities, logos are an easy way of turning ordinary things into status symbols — which is why brands employ armies of lawyers to protect them from copycats and counterfeiters.

			All of this isn’t to say that enjoying fashion makes you some sort of status-obsessed social climber; it’s just that we look to it as a way of nourishing our sense of self. Flex, stunt, whatever you want to call it — we want to wear things that are special because we want to feel special. The compliments from our friends, the Instagram likes and the approving looks from strangers give our egos a gentle boost. And who doesn’t want to feel good about themselves?

			The problem is that our longing for status is a powerful weapon when it’s reflected back on us. If we don’t wear the right things, do we even matter?

			By tapping into our very human desire — and the fear behind it — fashion can make shopping seem like an essential part of modern life, rather than yet more clothes in a world that’s overflowing with them already. It’s no wonder that we love to do it so much.

			Fashion’s love of status is in many ways its Original Sin. The industry’s You can’t sit with us mentality is how it gets away with running brutal working environments, shielding abusive “geniuses” from being held accountable and enforcing such obscenely narrow visions of who is worthy and who isn’t (hint: it’s the white, thin, rich, straight, able-bodied and cis-gendered, all at once).

			Fashion’s obsession with status is also why the industry in its present form will always struggle with diversity, despite all the lip-service paid to it as a concept.

			How can you have a truly diverse industry when the people calling the shots are so shamelessly obsessed with the rich, the famous and the children of the rich and famous?

			Sure, celebrity is an inevitable part of fashion, but you’ll never create an inclusive environment if the doors are flung open to those with well-connected friends and family, while the opportunities narrow for everyone else, even as they grind through unpaid internships.

			Belonging

			Our longing for recognition doesn’t exist on an island, though. We’re social creatures, and while one part of us longs for status, there’s another that’s dying to belong. Shopping from the right places and buying the right things, shows the world that we’re part of an elite group of consumers, that we can tell Comme des Garçons from Prada, old Céline from new CELINE. In this sense, clothes aren’t just about who we want to be, they’re about who we want to be with.

			It might be a bleak sign of the times that we so often search for community in consumerism, but you can’t deny the power of clothing in silently broadcasting who we think our peers are. If, for example, you’re into limited-edition Nikes, it’s safe to guess that you’ve got a few things in common with contemporary rap fans. Likewise, Margiela’s four white stitches hint that you feel at home at an art opening, or at least that you could. You and I aren’t so different, whispers the Stone Island patch from across the street.

			Designers have always dipped into bygone subcultures like the punks, goths and club kids — they’re a goldmine of visual references, sure, but they were communities too. They might have been outcasts, but they had each other. And in our hyper-individualistic societies, where loneliness is becoming an epidemic all of its own, who isn’t jealous of that?

			You can also see our need for belonging in the tight-knit queues of young men (and it’s nearly always men) lining up every week outside Supreme, or anywhere else you can get your hands on rare streetwear. If streetwear isn’t your thing, then you can always join the guys debating tie widths on styleforum.net, or chat Raf Simons on the High Fashion Talk group on Facebook. On Reddit, the r/goodyearwelt subreddit has 157,000 members bonding through a shared passion for footwear made using the Goodyear Welt, a 150-year-old shoemaking technique.

			But just like our dreams of status, our desire to fit in can be turned back on us so we shop again and again. If our clothes earn us the recognition of our peers, then when tastes change (and they always do), we’d better keep up.

			This is the psychology behind all the trends, the must-haves and the It-pieces. They play with our fears of being left behind. To forgo trends is to be out of touch with culture itself, to become basic.

			Case in point, the sweater vest. For the past few months, it has been having a moment in menswear. You see it everywhere, if you look in the right places — it’s worn by cool guys on Instagram, sold in cool shops, found in cool collections by cool brands. For me, peak sweater vest was back in June 2021, when A$AP Rocky was spotted wearing one on a date with Rihanna in New York. Rocky wore a plum-colored, ribbed Raf Simons sleeveless number over his bare skin, with a pair of leather pants and boots. It looked great. Bare biceps, fine knitwear. Macho, but kind of delicate at the same time.

			The problem with the sweater vest moment — and any other time something is having a moment — is that it won’t last for long. As soon as it comes, it’s gone. And as soon as you feel like you belong, you don’t. So even if you’re drawn to this particular look — and I certainly was — the sad truth is that everyone else will soon move on.

			There’s only a brief window of time when wearing this or that piece tells the world that you’re part of an exclusive group of clued-up consumers. Take part in the sweater vest moment for too long, and it looks like you shop at Urban Outfitters, not Très Bien. And what happens to your sweater vest then?

			It’s a sad, dissatisfying cycle — so soon after we get our hands on something, it’s over for everyone else. But it only has to be that way if you’re shopping to please anyone other than yourself. Spend your life following the crowd, and you’ll always feel left behind.

			Novelty

			There’s some pretty deep shit going on when we’re shopping, but there’s also a part of us that just loves new stuff. And while we want to believe that what we’re buying will permanently make our lives better, what really happens is that this new thing quickly becomes an old thing. Whatever piece that’s tempting you right now, if you act on your urge, it’ll one day become like all your other possessions — just another object that you have.

			In psychology, this is called Impact Bias. It’s the tendency for people to overestimate the length and intensity of future emotional states. 2018 Me may have imagined that motorbike boots will make me feel cool for the rest of my life, but to 2021 Me, they’re just some lumps of leather on my shoe rack. It’s also related to what psychologists call Hedonic Adaptation, which basically means that whatever stimulation we experience in our lives, we have a tendency to return to the same state that we were in before.
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			According to Ann-Christine Duhaime, a professor of Neurosurgery at Harvard Medical School, evolution hard-wired curiosity into our brains because it allowed us to innovate our way to the top of the food chain.5 And while our love of novelty gave us a survival advantage back then, now it means we prioritize short-term rewards over long-term gains. We’re suckers for anything new. In our minds, the things we have already are nothing compared to the things we could have.

			Fashion figured out a long time ago how to turn our curiosity into dollar signs. Why sell someone a coat every few years, when you could sell them one every few months?

			Like the celebrity co-sign, superficial reinvention is one of the oldest tricks in the book. We all know how it works: We’re told that something is absolutely essential, say, a style of coat, and then, not long after, it’s something else — it could be a different coat, or a new trouser shape or an unusual fabric. These things are very important, we’re told, even though they’re no more or less useful than the clothes we have already. Their value comes from their newness. A loose trouser isn’t definitively better than a slim trouser. But it is if it’s newer.

			In the seven years or so that I’ve spent covering menswear, guys’ wardrobes have careened from one look to another, each aesthetic picking up and then departing from what came before it.

			There was street goth, as in Givenchy’s baroque t-shirt graphics, Rick Owens and Y-3 sneakers (the blacker the better). Plus, anything made out of neoprene, and the oxymoron that was leather sweatpants.

			That made way for a less goth, more rock phase — ripped jeans, vintage tees, biker jackets and chelsea boots. They came and went, just like the leather sweatpants.

			Next, designers with roots in the former Soviet Bloc reintroduced us to boxy tracksuits, before the world went crazy for outdoor gear — or gorpcore — with hiking pants, trail shoes and fleeces having a moment (gorp being hiker slang for trail mix).

			Now, we’re in the midst of an era where guys are turning to mohair knits, shoes with bulbous soles and anything that’s emerald green (aka Bottega green, because they were the first to do it). The sneaker of choice is the Nike Dunk — more on those later.

			All of this is saying nothing of the countless micro-trends bubbling away under the surface at any one time.

			Like tiny sunglasses, which were the answer to the Kurt Cobain-style bug-eyed frames (aka clout goggles) that came before them. Or the equally tiny bags that followed side bags (fanny packs to Americans) and chest rigs (like a side bag, but on the front).

			Speaking of bags, there was even a brief moment in time — a month or so — where the internet was flooded with people making caps, straps, sneakers and even thongs out of chopped-up Ikea totes.

			And let’s not forget acid yellow (courtesy of Kanye West), traffic cone orange, millennial pink and all-red sneakers (you can thank Kanye for that one, too).

			Now, these fads seem pretty embarrassing, but at the time they felt essential.

			That’s the thing with trends — when you’re in the midst of one, it feels as if it’ll be for real this time, not like the others. None of them last, of course. As soon as they come, they’re gone.

			Or, more accurately, we just forget about them. All the stuff I just described still exists, somewhere, and the impact it had on the planet will never leave.

			This non-stop churn of shiny new things is so integral to fashion that it’s hard to imagine the industry without it. We turn to designers because we love to be thrilled by their ideas, immersed in their vision. The brutalist glamor of Rick Owens will light up your mind just like a Giacometti sculpture would.

			It’s not just the designers that are thrilling, either — it’s the campaigns, the magazine editorials, the flagship stores, hell even the smell of the stores. The industry is so fascinating, filled with so many amazing things, people and ideas, that it can take over your life even if you don’t buy a single thing. Doomscrolling SSENSE because the photography is so good, mindlessly wandering through flagships just to touch expensive things, immersing yourself in the discourse on Twitter. The sheer creativity of fashion’s sprawling ideas factory is so stunning that we forget we’re talking about real products, which have been made by real people, with very real consequences for the planet.

			STIMULATION

			All of this is to say that shopping is a highly stimulating experience. It’s exciting to hit the checkout button, swipe the credit card and open up yet another new package. And it’s not just the act of purchasing things, either. It’s the rush you get from Instagram, posting new looks and seeing the likes and DMs roll in. The problem is, if we’re not careful, we can become dependent on fashion to keep us entertained — or just to keep bad feelings at bay.

			In 2013, best-selling author Buzz Bissinger came out as a shopping addict. In a piece written for GQ, he admitted to having spent over $600,000 on his addiction to high fashion, most of it Gucci. His collection included 81 leather jackets, pants that cost $5,000, and a $22,000 coat. Recalling the depths of his addiction, Bissinger described how his “most anticipated sound became the ringing of the doorbell. It meant the UPS man was here, or the FedEx man, or the DHL man, bringing the goods.”6

			Psychology Today estimates that 6% of Americans exhibit compulsive buying behaviors,7 meaning they’re hooked on shopping, regardless of what it does to their personal lives and their bank accounts. But you don’t have to be a full-blown shopping addict to fall into the trap of thinking that retail therapy is the cure for anything and everything.
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			After the headfuck that was 2020, I came home to spend a week with my mum in London for Christmas. Or at least, that was the plan. I quickly became trapped there, when Germany closed its borders to the UK after a new variant of the coronavirus was discovered in England. Not long after that, the United States Capitol in Washington, D.C. was attacked by a mob of Trump supporters. Watching it all fall apart from my mum’s sofa, I felt that I needed something, anything, to drop through her post box. By the time I left, I’d bought two pairs of vintage Levi’s, some reusable shopping bags and a handful of pin badges. Sure, this was not me at my best, but who hasn’t bought something just to take the edge off?

			Even if you’re a responsible adult, it’s easy to find yourself caught in the cycle. We want to buy stuff because we mistake shopping for fulfillment. Once we’ve scratched the itch, we’re back where we started — wanting more stuff. All the free returns, lightning-fast checkouts and next-day delivery options make it easier than ever. Just hit checkout, and the bad feelings will go away, even if it’s only for a moment. It’s no wonder that the climate emergency can’t stop us from shopping.

			Conclusion

			It goes without saying that we, as a society, buy way too many clothes. But we buy too many clothes because we so often shop for the wrong reasons. If we turn to shopping because we yearn for escapism, status, belonging, novelty and stimulation, then we’ll always end up disappointed. And that’s actually kind of the point. If buying things truly made us whole, then we’d have stopped by now. But because consumerism doesn’t really satisfy our needs, we go round and round, chasing trends, hoarding status symbols, sleepwalking into regret purchases again and again.

			That’s the ultimate dissatisfaction behind it all — we’re chasing things we’ll never find because we’re looking for them in the wrong places. And it’s important to acknowledge the fear behind it, too. Marketing is at its most powerful when it makes you feel like you’re not enough. It’s not just your possessions that are lacking, but your body, face and skin too.

			The truth is, consumerism is an environmental disaster and a spiritual void. The tragic irony is that we’re not even trashing the planet for things that make us happy.

			It’s easy to get dystopian about that, to come to the conclusion that we’re all mindless drones, brainwashed to shop our lives away while the world burns. But we shouldn’t forget that shopping is genuinely fun, that wearing cool clothes feels great, that fashion is a goldmine of creativity and ingenuity.

			The problem is we’re tricked into thinking that the only way we can satisfy our needs as human beings is through shopping. That the only way we’ll ever feel special, that we’ll ever belong, that we’ll ever be inspired, is through buying the right things. That’s why we can’t stop shopping, despite all the horror stories we hear about how our clothes are made, and what they’re doing to the planet.

			Fashion will always play with deep-rooted themes because getting dressed is such an existential experience. But there’s a way of looking at shopping that’s much healthier, more in tune with our own needs. We all have things in our closets that we truly love, things that are really worth it, in among all the regret purchases and pieces we just forgot about. We should strive to have more intentional purchases, and fewer impulse buys. We need to have control over our urges, not let them pull the strings of our subconscious.

		

	
		
			Everything Is 
Hype Now

			If the previous chapter was about how fashion reflects our dreams, hopes and fears, then this one is about the strange place the industry is in today. Trends come and go so quickly that trying to keep up with them all will make your head spin. The news cycle spins faster and faster, even though nothing is really new anymore. Anything and everything has been turned into merchandise.

			It’s impossible to disentangle this present moment from streetwear, which over the past five years or so, has exploded from a niche corner of menswear into a global phenomenon, capturing the minds (and wallets) of young people all over the world. Back when I started covering streetwear in 2014, the scene felt pretty small, but that didn’t last long. Each year, something happened that felt like an apex moment for the genre, but it just kept going.

			Looking back on it now, it’s hard to know what the watershed moment was, if there even was one. Maybe it was when Tyler, The Creator wore a Supreme cap as he picked up his award for Best New Artist at the 2011 VMAs. It could have been any of Kanye West’s ventures in footwear — the Louis Vuitton ones from 2009, or the Nikes in 2009, 2012 and 2014, or the adidas line that’s been going since 2015. Or maybe more recently, it was Supreme’s $2.1 billion sale to VF Corp, who also owns Vans, Timberland and The North Face.

			You can find streetwear’s fingerprints all over the contemporary fashion industry. You see, in an era defined by algorithms and 24-hour news cycles, the brands who win are the ones who can grab people’s attention, and then keep them there. Streetwear brands are very good at both. Fans of capital ‘F’ Fashion might turn up their noses at the non-stop hype that’s endemic to the scene, but the truth is that streetwear’s unique way of doing business has been imitated en masse by the rest of the industry.

			Even if you couldn’t care less about what Kanye West wears, your experience of fashion has been shaped by the subculture in some way or another. That’s because the streetwear toolkit of limited edition releases, collaborations and timely product drops — which I’ll get into over the following pages — has been copied by everyone else in the industry. There are a lot of reasons for that but they all basically come down to one: it’s just a very good way of selling things.

			That’s not to say that streetwear is to blame for all the waste, nonsense and hype that is so rampant right now. And it’s important to make the distinction between the independent brands in the scene that have brought so much creativity and diversity to fashion, and the massive corporations who copied their way of doing business.

			We shouldn’t forget that streetwear has opened the door to so many people who would otherwise be shut out of the industry, either. It doesn’t matter how overblown all the hype has become, or what happens in the future, I’ll always have a lot of love for streetwear.

			But if we want to find a way out of this absurd moment we’re in — and I certainly do — then we need to understand how we got into it in the first place.

			It all comes down to hype. And if streetwear has a problem with hype, then fashion has a problem with hype, too.

			Limited Edition

			It’s basic economics. Make supply less than demand, and the value of something goes up. It’s limited edition, so it must be better, right?

			Just ask the sneakerheads. What might seem like a community of nerdy enthusiasts is really a petri-dish example of what artificial scarcity does to consumer psychology — and how it can be exploited by smart marketers.

			In sneaker culture, dedicated enthusiasts hunt after rare products, much like any other collector’s hobby. But what sets sneaker culture apart from, say, stamp collecting, is the fact that the market is cultivated by the brands making the collectibles. And, unlike stamp collecting, which has no effect on the regular market for postage stamps, the sneakerhead market is used to help footwear brands sell more shoes.

			The market for rare sneakers essentially turns shopping into a sport, and because a rare shoe’s value shoots up on the resell market, there’s a lot to be gained from winning (current asking price for a pair of Nike x Kanye West “Red October” Yeezy 2s: $22,748). You can make serious cash by selling hyped sneakers to the masses who missed out, or you can just bask in the glow of owning something everyone else wants (we love status, remember?). That explains the extraordinary lengths sneakerheads go to buy shoes — they might be entering raffles, employing specially-scripted software, cultivating insider relationships or getting tip-offs from a so-called cook group on WhatsApp, which charges monthly fees for a heads-up on hyped releases. Needless to say these guys buy a lot of shoes (and it’s almost always guys).

			Sneakerhead history is littered with stories of the crazy things people do to get their hands on hyped shoes. There’s the Air Jordan XI “Concord,” which caused riots in malls when it was released in 2011 — cops reportedly had to use pepper spray to keep crowds under control in Austin and Seattle. When the Air Foamposite “Galaxy” broke the internet in 2012, it reached bids of $70,000 on eBay, and one diehard Nike fan even offered up his car, a ’96 Chevy Cavalier, for trade in an attempt to get them. Speaking of Foamposites, the release of Nike’s collab with Supreme was shut down by the NYPD in 2014, who cited public safety concerns as the horde of sneakerheads lining up spilled out onto the busy Soho streets. More recently, a prominent Nike executive stepped down after 25 years at the company after Bloomberg Businessweek reported that her son was bringing in $200,000 a month from reselling Nikes.8

			This is all pretty common knowledge for anyone with a passing interest in contemporary menswear. But what’s not so well known is how sneaker culture has been expertly cultivated by Nike, which for years held a near-monopoly on the sneakerhead market. That’s not to say it’s just Nike who’s doing it — people are willing to pay over the odds for rare shoes from adidas, New Balance, ASICS and the rest of them, too. But really, the sneakerhead game begins and ends with the Swoosh.

			Nike has nurtured the sneakerhead demographic for decades, teasing them with ultra rare shoes and re-releasing nostalgic fan favorites, because it gives the brand what’s known in marketing terminology as a halo effect. Meaning that the dedication of these diehard consumers and all the noise they make gives more cultural power to the plain Air Force 1s that you can buy anywhere. The scarcity at the top of the sneaker hype pyramid helps Nike sell more of the regular shoes at the bottom. Nobody’s paying 50 bucks a month to join a WhatsApp group just so they can buy Filas, are they?

			Nike strategically plays with supply and demand in a way that means it’s always causing a stir on the resell scene, without making everything so rare that it leaves too much money off the table. For every ultra-rare release (say, the bizarre “Chunky Dunky” collab with Ben & Jerry’s), there’s a somewhat-rare release that gives everyone a shot at playing sneakerhead (like Nike x Undercover, Sacai or Stüssy).

			At the same time, the brand rotates shoe designs in and out of mainstream stores. Take the Dunk, a shoe that debuted in 1985 but was withdrawn from circulation for a while, until it started popping up on the feet of Travis Scott and Kylie Jenner in 2018. Nike followed up with an ultra-rare collaboration with Scott, as well as with Supreme, Off-White and the Grateful Dead, which unsurprisingly caused pandemonium in Sneakerland. For the older heads, Nike reissued nostalgic Dunks from back in the shoe’s ’80s and ’90s glory days.

			The noise around these shoes trickled all the way down the hype pyramid, so that even the general-release Dunks hitting retailers in the hundreds of thousands felt special.

			The Dunk craze is still going into 2022, even though the shoe has been around for 36 years.

			This is the sneaker industry’s The Devil Wears Prada moment — those Dunks on your feet? They were chosen for you by Nike executives.

			If this all sounds like a bizarre anecdote from an obscure corner of menswear, then it isn’t. Artificial scarcity is one of the oldest tricks in the book. You can see it in the luxury industry, where actual clothes are kept out of reach for most shoppers, which gives an aura of exclusivity to the mass-produced shoes, bags and accessories that fly off the shelves.
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			And, of course, there’s Supreme, which built a multi-billion dollar business by consistently making less stuff than it knew it could sell, which sounds crazy until you realize that one small shop clears more product on an average Thursday than most would dream of doing in a week.

			It all goes back to our need for recognition — everyone wants the best stuff, and the best stuff is the stuff that’s the hardest to get. It’s not so much about the product and what it might do for your life, it’s about getting it before everyone else, beating the suckers and the basics. We feel the satisfaction of belonging to a privileged group of elite consumers, even if all we’re doing is shopping harder than everyone else.

			But you can’t completely condemn the idea of keeping things small, especially in a world as wasteful as ours. Telfar’s “Bag Security” program is a much less cynical way of playing with economics — the brand gives everyone the chance to get hold of its coveted bag, but only if you pre-order it during a specific window. Hitting up telfar.net in a 36-hour period isn’t exactly hard, but you still can’t buy the bag whenever you want. Sometimes, it’s good for things to be a little out of reach.

			The problem is when exclusivity is manufactured to keep us coming back for more, trapped in a perpetual state of wanting things we can’t have. The urgency around it all gets people hooked on shopping, addicted to the thrill of the hunt. It’s not like all this ultra-rare stuff is being worn, either. Most of the time, it just goes on Instagram and then sits in a closet somewhere.

			And that’s what hype is really, really good at — making mass-produced things seem exclusive and absolutely essential.

			Collaborations

			Think of any streetwear brand — from Undercover to The Hundreds — and behind them will be a long, long history of collaborations. Again, it goes back to how underground the scene was for so long — collaboration kept the wheels turning, allowing brands to warp and expand their narratives without burning millions of dollars on runway shows and superstar photographers.

			But now the world’s gone collab crazy. The idea has become so commonplace that even luxury houses, supposedly the most robust and tightly-controlled brands in existence, are obsessed with them.

			Louis Vuitton’s 2017 link-up with Supreme naively seemed like an apex moment at the time. But since then we’ve had Dior connecting with Travis Scott, who himself has done collabs with Nike, Reese’s Puffs (the cereal), Hot Wheels (the toy cars), Fortnite (the video game, which draws between 6 and 12 million players daily) and, most notoriously, McDonald’s. There’s even Raf Simons co-designing Prada, and Gucci x Balenciaga, which sounds really far-fetched until you remember that both houses are owned by the same company, Kering. In the time between writing the first and second drafts of this book, Fendi and Versace unveiled “Fendace,” apparently “a swap, not a collaboration” even though a collab is exactly what it was. When I got round to the third, Gucci x Comme des Garçons had happened.

			For Big Fashion, collabs are rarely about the product themselves — they tend to be insignificant in numbers and revenue, thought up by marketing teams rather than designers. Really, they’re a way for brands to get cut-through, to use the marketing lingo. Brands aren’t just fighting each other for our attention these days — they’re up against our DMs, emails, Instagram notifications and anything else that’s buzzing around in our pockets. But because algorithms prioritize the sensational over the mundane, making great clothes isn’t enough anymore. Just releasing a collection twice a year doesn’t cut it either — you need to be always on, again in marketing speak.

			A breaking news story with an x between two names helps brands grab us through our iPhone screens, to shout through the noise and guide us towards the webshop. They’re how out-of-touch labels can claw their way into the news cycle, or for household names to remind us that they might be mainstream, but they’re still worth thinking about. You’ll never cut through with the perfect pair of trousers or a long-lasting pair of shoes, but with the right collab you might.

			Because collabs draw connections between interesting things, there’s plenty of symbolism to chew over. What does all this mean? ponder the Twitter critics as the latest tie-up hits the news. Most of the time, not much: brands’ marketing teams have targets to hit, that’s all. For the hardcore minority of shoppers who buy all this stuff, a collaboration’s cultural significance makes the products themselves seem much more important than they might be on their own. Does anybody need a Gucci x The North Face tent? Of course not, but it seems a lot more appealing if everyone’s talking about how groundbreaking the partnership is. The fact that collaborations are by their nature limited edition only adds to the temptation. In this sense, shopping in the hype era is more like hoarding memorabilia than assembling a collection of things to wear.

			Collaboration can also be a lucrative money-spinner for anyone with credibility to spare. Nobody has mastered this like the contemporary streetwear crowd, who make serious cash by lending their names to anyone who could do with an injection of street cred. That’s how we ended up with collab cars (Palace x Mercedes Benz, Kith x BMW, Aimé Leon Dore x Porsche), collab cereal (Kith x Lucky Charms) and collab toothpaste (Supreme x Colgate, Heron Preston x MOON).

			We’re back at that halo effect. The thinking goes that by flexing their cultural muscles, brands will add more shine to the everyday pieces they sell to the masses, whether it’s cereal or sneakers. And it works: You might not think of yourself as a hype consumer, but the halo effect still shapes your shopping habits. If you’ve gone straight to Nike for running shoes, forgetting that New Balance and Asics make them too, then the halo effect is probably why.

			Collaboration gets the most lazy and cynical when it’s an opportunity to manufacture yet more newness, as if the never-ending cycle of trends and seasons wasn’t enough already.

			The internet spins so fast these days that really dedicated shoppers, the ones spending the most cash, have seen (and bought) it all. Collaboration can be a desperate attempt to lure them back in, even if their closets are overflowing already — we live for novelty, remember?

			The true power of collaboration is hidden between the lines, though. By wearing one, you’re showing the world that not only do you know which brands are hot, but also that you’re down with the right art, food, musicians, films, record labels and whatever else that’s lurking on the other side of that x. It’s about flexing your cultural knowledge (there’s our love of status again) — having “elevated taste value,” in the words of A$AP Rocky.9

			That’s all innocent enough, but when it’s blown up to the scale it’s at today, where every possible aspect of culture is an opportunity for merchandise, then it becomes toxic. As brand strategist Ana Andjelic explained in a report on consumer culture for Highsnobiety, collaborations “infuse taste and meaning into ordinary consumption.”10 Think for a second what this means — instead of shopping being about finding clothes that we’ll love, we’re led to believe that it’s a cultural activity in and of itself. If limited edition releases turn shopping into a game that we need to win, then collaboration turns it into culture, something that we need to constantly practice in order to live interesting and fulfilling lives.

			The thing is, collaborations can be great. When it’s a genuine partnership, a meeting of minds, the results speak for themselves.

			Collaboration can bring under-represented perspectives into the conversation — like Levi’s x Denim Tears, which is simultaneously an examination of cotton’s historic connection to slavery and a great pair of jeans.

			It can give small brands the opportunity to do products they’d never be able to do otherwise — so someone like GmbH or Soulland can do sneakers, a really challenging product to make on your own.

			Then there’s the chance to experiment with new ways of making things, like P.A.M x ADISH, which took unsold pieces from P.A.M’s archive and reworked them with artisans from non-profit organizations in Israel and Palestine.

			It can be a celebration of pure creativity; Raf Simons and Sterling Ruby’s years-long bromance resulted in clothes that were just indescribably great.

			Or they can be the chance for creatives to birth something batshit-crazy, like ASICS’ collab with Kiko Kostadinov and Brain Dead, where the designers each worked on one shoe to create a mismatched pair of sneakers.

			But so much of the time it’s just more stuff, but this time stuff with an x between two names.

			Drops

			Here’s how clothes used to be sold, back in the olden days: You’d design a collection, and it might be big — really big — both in ideas and sheer volume. You’d get it all made, put it in the shops, and then cross your fingers, hope you sell it all, and start again the next season. Whatever was left over would get discounted, sold to outlets, or, shockingly, destroyed. You’d need armies of PRs, producers, sales agents and creatives just to make it all work, but that’s basically how it went.

			That was before a little thing called street­wear happened. Streetwear originated with people who were a) largely uninterested in what they were supposed to do, and b) didn’t have the resources of giant corporations. So, instead of playing that massive game of risk, they just made a bit of stuff, put it out there, and then made a bit more. And, in the process, brands like BAPE, Neighborhood and, of course, Supreme, pioneered the art of the drop — that is, releasing a small batch of product at a specific time and place.

			Drops kept streetwear brands agile, but it also made things fun for shoppers. For early streetwear customers who, much like the brands themselves, paid little attention to the mainstream, that was just fine. Rather than a bunch of regular old stuff sitting in a shop for months at a time, a steady stream of drops kept things interesting.

			Walk into Supreme one week and you might find hockey jerseys and a t-shirt that, for some reason, bootlegged the logo of a famous salt manufacturer. But go in a few weeks later and it’d be completely different — this time, t-shirts with Sid Vicious’s school photo on them, and a collaboration with iconic skate magazine Thrasher.

			Back then, you couldn’t really keep track of it all. You’d only be able to find out what was dropping a few days in advance, if that. Maybe you’d get tips on message boards, or knew someone who knew someone. But if you weren’t in the right place at the right time when something dropped, you’d miss it. But that was the joy of it all. It was small, unpredictable and kept you on your toes. The obscurity of it all defied logic at times — seriously, what brand chooses to produce an official collaboration with Rust-Oleum, a brand of protective paint? That would be Supreme, in 2010.

			Nowadays, the drop is the de facto way of releasing contemporary fashion. If you see one out in the wild, you’ll recognize it straight away from the queue of young shoppers snaking down the street. It might be rare Nikes, a weekly dose of Supreme or Kylie Jenner cosmetics, but the principle is the same: a special collection of things, released at a specific time and place, for now and now only.

			Drops vary in scale too — it could be an online exclusive, an IRL pop-up, limited to one retailer or a whole network of them. More broadly, brands have mimicked the drop model by breaking down their collections into smaller drop-like chunks, rather than that lumbering six-month beast I described earlier.

			Once again, the rest of the fashion industry borrowed this idea from the streetwear playbook because it worked so well. Here’s another thing about consumerism in the smartphone age — we don’t have time for big ideas anymore. The world revolves around snackable content, hot takes and 90-minute Netflix movies.

			That conventional way of doing things, with those giant collections that sit on shelves for half a year, just doesn’t make sense anymore. You need to go faster if you want to keep up with the speed of Instagram, Twitter and Tik Tok. The drop is the perfect vehicle for that. Plus, smaller collections are more reactive and more in tune with what people actually want, meaning there’s less risk of a mountain of unsold inventory sitting around at the end of the season.

			The problem is that when everything is more reactive, the whole machine spins faster and faster, spitting out more and more new clothes. We want new things and we want them quicker. But when things are dropping more and more often, we forget them quicker too. Last week’s drop is old news, let alone last season’s. If limited editions turn shopping into a game and collaboration turns it into culture, then drops turn it into a way of life. You have to be buying, selling and Instagramming non-stop if you want to keep up with it all. 

			Clothes in the hype era aren’t products to own, they’re moments to broadcast, to share on Instagram for 24 hours. They’re here, then they’re not. More like memes than products.

			Except, unlike memes, clothes leave a very permanent mark on the planet.

			Conclusion

			Really, hype is nothing new. It’s just the latest evolution of consumerism. It hacks our psychology just as smart marketing always has.

			The thing is, there’s nothing wrong with limited editions, collabs and drops in principle. It’s the scale and intensity of it all that’s the problem. If we can’t stand how excessive, fast and nonsensical fashion is in 2021, then we need to remember that the entire industry is playing the same game, and it’s up to everyone in the industry — as well as the consumers outside of it — to slow it down.

			Hype won’t last forever, but I’m skeptical of the idea that the pandemic has kickstarted an era of more responsible shopping, that we’ll soon enter what trend forecaster Lidewij Edelkoort called a “quarantine of consumption.”11 Lockdown was a time to reconsider the way we live our lives, for sure, but the fact is that fashion in its present form just takes up so much real estate in our minds that I don’t think we can so easily walk away from it.

			That’s why hype has been so important to the consumerist machine — it gives brands new ways of occupying our thoughts, crashing out of our smartphones and into our lives.

			The answer to hype isn’t minimalism, or stealth wealth, or whatever the next buzzword is — it’s looking at fashion with your own needs in mind. Nobody actually needs collab this, limited edition that. They need clothes that feel great now, that’ll feel great next year.

			To me, the most appealing ideas these days are the ones that are slower, quieter and more in tune with what clothes are really about: style and versatility, longevity over hype. There’s the vintage archives and resell apps making old pieces feel new again. Brands like STORY mfg. and Bode, looking to the past for slower ways of making things, or Our Legacy, who just make great pieces for people with great taste, pieces you can really own.

			Ownership. That’s what’s missing from fashion in the hype era. We think of everything but ownership. The enormous significance of this or that collab. Who wore this or that piece. The buzz of the Instagram notifications. How much something can be resold for. How can anyone love what they wear, when that’s what it all comes down to? Unless we truly re-evaluate what we want from our clothes, we’ll just end up with the same bad habits, but with different stuff spilling out of our closets. Hoarding cashmere and penny loafers, chasing minimalist trends instead of maximalist ones.

			Really, hype is an illusion. It’s about making ordinary products seem much more important than they really are. It’s a mirage that tricks us into buying more than we really need. And it’s not the only one.

		

	
		
			SUSTAINABILITY (TM)

			What do a bamboo toothbrush, a solar panel and a Patagonia fleece have in common?

			They’re all products which are, ostensibly, sustainable. And there are a lot of those these days. There are even sustainable influencers and Ecosia, a search engine which promises to plant a tree every time you search the web. It goes without saying that there’s a hell of a lot of quote-unquote sustainable fashion out there, too.

			Thanks to the tireless work of activists, non-profits and principled brands, we’re now more aware than ever that consumerism is terrible for the planet. It’s not just that producing all the stuff we buy is problematic, it’s that it’s directly contributing to the climate emergency that threatens all life on earth.

			Sustainability is a demand for businesses and governments to clean up their act and stop trashing the planet and our futures, for the sake of profit. Or at least, that’s what it’s supposed to be.

			Somewhere along the way sustainability became Sustainability™. If true sustainability envisions a more ethical way of doing business, Sustainability™ is Big Fashion’s response to our anxieties about the future. It’s an exercise in image preservation conducted by the world’s biggest and most profitable companies, who know that consumers want to feel good about what they’re buying — we’re optimists, remember? — but at the same time don’t know how products are really made. If hype is about making products seem more important than they really are, then Sustainability™ is about making products seem less problematic than they really are.

			With Sustainability™, activists’ demands for a better future are sold back to us as consumer goods. Radical ideas of a better way of doing business become business as usual, but this time with a green sticker on it. It’s not about keeping the industry within the boundaries of what the planet can cope with. It’s about pretending that, paradoxically, the solution to the problems caused by shopping is, you guessed it, more shopping. Concerned about plastic pollution? Don’t worry, this is made from recycled PET bottles. Worried about toxic pesticides? Here’s some organic cotton.

			The funny thing is, the brands telling us that shopping is the answer don’t have much evidence for it — see Mulberry’s absurd Can a bag save the world? manifesto, which bursts at the seams with unverified claims, and then provides zero evidence that a bag can indeed save the world (which is probably because it can’t).

			There are some brands out there who are genuinely doing the work, and countless industry professionals who are tirelessly trying to affect change in their sphere of influence.

			Most of the time, though, it’s just a load of unverifiable claims. Not that this stops anyone. News cycles are filled with Big Fashion’s commitments, pledges and capsule collections, all of which follow the same basic format: We care about the planet but have no evidence to prove that we are actually reducing our impact on it.

			Far from the dictionary definition of sustainability, we instead end up in a perfect storm of greenwashing.

			Broken Telephone

			To really get your head around how greenwashing works, you first need to understand how clothes are made.

			People tend to assume that clothes are made in, well, clothes factories. If you buy a t-shirt and the label inside says “Made in China,” then you’d assume that somewhere in China there’s a factory that makes t-shirts, right? In reality, it’s much more complicated than that.

			Behind every garment we buy, there’s a sprawling supply chain, made up of highly specialized suppliers and manufacturers, each of which takes care of one specific step in the production process, before selling it to a supplier further up the chain. So one facility will spin raw cotton into yarn, then sell it to another which will turn that yarn into fabric, another will then dye it, before it’s cut and sewn into a garment somewhere else. Each of these steps is run by different teams, often from different companies and in different countries. These businesses are essentially middlemen – they have no direct relationship to either the raw material or the finished product. A factory that weaves fabric, for example, might have no idea where their cotton came from, or where it will end up. It’s like a giant game of Broken Telephone, but between massive industrial facilities scattered all over the globe.

			It’s really, really important to note here that brands rarely make their own clothes. This means that the industry’s biggest players, the ones with the most money and the most resources, aren’t technically liable for anything that happens below them in the supply chain. They’re just paying companies to do the work for them. So if there’s a problem — pollution, human rights abuses, illegally low wages, whatever it might be — then the brands at the top of it all suffer no real repercussions. That’s despite the fact that they set the terms, quantities and deadlines for their suppliers, and keep the biggest share of the profits. And while brands will be proud to point to the rigorous codes of conduct that suppliers need to sign to ensure workplace safety, at the same time they’ll demand tighter turnarounds, higher quantities and lower prices, knowing full well that this makes adhering to their labor standards next to impossible.

			The geography is important here, too — the brands call the shots from the wealthy Global North while many of their suppliers, who hold none of the cards and operate on the smallest of margins, are in the Global South. The system entrenches a colonial power dynamic where money flows into rich countries (many of which were once colonial powers) even though it’s made off the backs of poorer ones (many of which were once colonized).

			What’s more, each product category has its own network of suppliers — making jeans is very different to t-shirts, even though they’re both made of cotton. So one brand can easily be at the top of dozens of supply chains, each of which consists of its own suppliers, manufacturers and raw materials.

			Supply chains also change — brands switch between suppliers, often to get better prices or to avoid tariffs for goods being exported from one country over another. When the Trump presidency started its tit-for-tat trade war with China, many brands simply moved their production to neighboring countries like Vietnam and Thailand rather than pay the tariffs Trump slapped on Chinese-made products entering the US.

			If all this sounds complicated then that’s because it is. And it gets even more complicated when you factor in sub-contractors, where a factory signs up for a job, then brings in other factories to help out — so a brand might be paying Factory X to assemble their jeans, when really it’s Factories X, Y and Z.

			But no matter what’s being made, who’s making it or how much it costs, the principle is the same: A long and fragmented network of suppliers, each of which is just doing one specific job. Sitting on top of it all are the brands, who make the most money out of it all but are technically not responsible for what goes on underneath them.

			If brands are silent on where their clothes are coming from, it’s often because they don’t even know themselves; they’re just dealing with their suppliers, who are just dealing with their suppliers.

			The fact that supply chains are such a tangled mess means it’s extremely difficult to figure out what the hell is going on. When concerning reports emerged about cotton in Xinjiang being harvested by forced labor, fashion brands were quick to condemn modern-day slavery, but none of them could explicitly say that there was no Uyghur-picked cotton in their products. The same happened with the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013 — many brands were surprised to find that their labels were among the rubble of the factory collapse, which killed over a thousand Bangladeshi garment workers.

			Essentially, the companies selling us things don’t know how they’re made, and that’s actually pretty convenient, because what they don’t know can’t hurt them. The system might not make much sense to you and me, but it’s very, very good at making stuff. When they’re synchronized, brands and their suppliers churn out mountains of clothes every season.

			The sheer scale of this new stuff machine is enormous — it’s estimated that between 80 and 150 billion garments are produced every year, for just 7.9 billion human beings.12

			And on the other side of it all, there’s another supply chain playing Broken Telephone, disposing of clothes that people don’t want anymore. You’d think that everything you drop off at a charity shop goes to a good cause, but the truth is that anything they don’t sell will tumble through a network of garment dealers and traders, and if it reaches the end of the line, it becomes yet more pollution.

			In Accra, the capital of Ghana, local textile traders have been bankrupted by the influx of ultra-cheap throwaway fashion that nobody wants. Accra’s landfills are so overflowing that actual mountains have formed of rotting, discarded garments, and the city’s beaches are clogged with tangles of clothes, which are buried under the sand and floating in sea, with as-yet unknown consequences for the local environment. It’s not just making clothes that reinforces colonial power dynamics, where richer countries exploit poorer ones. When we throw them away we become part of the cycle too.

			MADE IN... WHERE, ACTUALLY?

			You might be thinking, if clothes are made all over the globe, why does it say just one country on the label?

			One of fashion’s biggest half-truths is right in front of our eyes. The label inside any garment from any brand, that you buy from any shop, will say where the piece was made. Except it’s not “Made in” one country at all — the label just says where the product was assembled and finished. The tag inside a tee might say “Made in USA,” even if the cotton was grown in Mexico, spun in China, woven in India and dyed in Italy before it was finally cut and sewn into a t-shirt in the USA.

			Like the supply chains hidden behind garments, this misleading labeling creates the illusion that making clothes is somehow a simple process. It also perpetuates the idea that the country in which a piece is assembled determines its quality. We end up thinking that a Chinese-made product is not good whereas a Made in USA product is. Made in Italy means luxury, made in Bangladesh means sweatshops.

			That’s a myth, too. When garment production is so complex, how can just the final cut and sew step of the supply chain truly signify its ethics or quality?

			What if a garment is made in Italy — apparently the most prestigious location of all — but out of bad fabric that’ll tear after three washes? What if it was made in an Italian sweatshop by workers paid poverty wages? And on the other hand, what if a garment was beautifully made by well-paid artisans in Bangladesh?

			In 1993, The New York Times reported that garment workers in Saipan, an island in the Mariana Islands archipelago, which is part of the USA, were working as much as 90 hours a week, with no overtime and often getting paid as little as $1.65 per hour13 Workers told the paper that they were sleeping in barracks, ringed by barbed wire and patrolled by guards. But because Saipan is technically in the US, every garment made there carried the Made in USA label, despite the workers enjoying none of the protections they’d get on the mainland. This was back in the ’90s but the problem persists today on the mainland. The Garment Worker Center, a workers’ rights organization in Los Angeles, estimates that 88% of garment workers in LA experience wage theft, meaning they don’t receive their legally or contractually agreed-upon wages even though they’ve put the hours and work in. Some workers end up earning as little as $2.68 per hour, and the average hourly earnings for LA’s garment workers is just $5.85 — less than half the California minimum wage.

			In these two cases, the Made in USA label, supposedly a guarantee of fair working conditions, hides the reality of exploitation. It tricks shoppers into believing that they’re buying some sort of ethically-made product, when they’re not.

			It’s both fast fashion and luxury brands that are tricking us with their labels. In 2017, The Guardian revealed that Louis Vuitton’s “Italian” shoes are mainly made in Romania.14 A secretive facility in Transylvania assembled most of the house’s shoes before they were sent to Italy, where their soles were attached — along with the prestigious “Made in Italy” label. And in 2020, a team of journalists for The New York Times reported that the world’s most famous luxury houses had been secretly employing embroiderers in India, some of whom worked on luxury pieces in sweatshop conditions.15 Luxury conglomerates LVMH and Kering were implicated, along with household names like Valentino and Versace. Reporters found workers embroidering pieces for Dior (owned by Louis Vuitton parent LVMH) and Saint Laurent (owned by Kering) earning a few dollars a day, with no health benefits, in a factory with caged windows and no emergency exit. Would that be mentioned on the label? Of course not.

			The “Made in” label is a lie. It conceals how complex the fashion industry truly is, giving brands the chance to boast about a manufacturing story that so often isn’t there.

			Because we want to believe that the things we’re buying are well made, and done so by people who are treated fairly, brands can trick us with a label that gives off a phony sense of prestige and ethics. And because there’s no set of rules for companies to follow, and nobody to set them, brands rarely get held accountable for what goes on in their supply chains — that’s if anyone ever finds out.

			Warenfetischismus

			The smoke and mirrors of fashion’s supply chain don’t just shield brands from accountability, they also keep us shopping. Clothes have so much social and emotional meaning that we rarely ask ourselves how they’re really made. To lift the curtain, to show shoppers what clothing production really looks like, would create what consumer psychologists call “friction.” It would make selling stuff more difficult because we’d be more aware of the problematic nature of our shopping habits.

			Karl Marx called this phenomenon Warenfetischismus, or commodity fetishism. In Das Kapital, he made the comparison between commodities and religious artifacts, both of which are given mysterious, magical characteristics by society. Whether a luxury handbag or a holy relic, we project meanings onto objects that transcend their material reality. Rather than seeing the human labor and resources that have gone into making the things we buy, Marx argued that we instead see the values that they supposedly embody.

			Writing in the 1800s, Marx gave the example of a table, but it could easily apply to any product today.

			“The form of wood, for instance, is altered, by making a table out of it. Yet, for all that, the table continues to be that common, everyday thing, wood. But, so soon as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into something transcendent.”16

			Fashion embodies our very human desires, hopes and dreams, but really it’s just raw material that’s been turned into clothing.

			A few years ago, I went on a brief tour of Swedish label Asket’s supply chain, for a story I was writing for Highsnobiety. I would visit two of the steps in the long chain of manufacturers producing the company’s merino wool knitwear. Asket is kind of like a Swedish Everlane — they make affordable basics but state how and where everything is made on their website. As fashion brands go, they have introduced exceptional visibility into their supply chain. Asket can trace back almost everything that goes into its clothes.

			Rather than buying batches of merino yarn in the exact quantities they needed from a supplier, Asket took the unprecedented step of buying an actual ton of wool from a farmer in Australia, and then taking it step by step through the supply chain themselves. After the raw wool had been sheared from sheep in Australia, it was shipped to the Czech Republic, where it was cleaned, disentangled and combed. From there it went to Poland to be spun into yarn in a facility owned by Tollegno, an Italian company that’s been producing wool for the fashion industry since 1900 — which is where I joined.

			In an enormous industrial facility on the outskirts of Łódź, cleaned wool came in looking like a dense, ecru-hued candy floss, and left looking like the sort of wool yarn you might find in a knitting shop. Spinning is a highly industrialized process, so loud that you need to wear industrial grade earplugs at all times, and even then you can barely hear yourself think. There’s something like 10 steps in the spinning process, and each of them looks roughly the same: Wool is fed into a giant, noisy machine and comes out the other side looking slightly thinner and more thread-like than before. By the end of it, 1kg of raw wool becomes 30km of yarn.

			Because wool is a natural fiber, working with it is a delicate process. Tollegno’s textile engineers, who have spent their entire professional lives spinning wool, have to constantly tease out consistency and quality from a material that fluctuates year by year, batch by batch. The margins in these facilities are razor-thin — the raw material makes up such a huge amount of the yarn’s final price that any waste or quality control issues are a very big deal.

			After it was spun, the wool yarn went to another Tollegno facility, this time in Biella in northern Italy, where it was dyed. From there, it traveled to Magione, also in Italy, to be knitted into panels, which are finally linked together to form finished garments in Korba, on the coast of Tunisia. All that travel sounds like a lot of carbon emissions, right? Actually, it’s a tiny fraction of a garment’s overall impact — more on that later.

			Seeing this enormous, industrialized spinning process in Poland with my own eyes, I was blown away by the sheer scale of it all. And that was just one step in the production of merino wool, which is itself a pretty niche category compared to, say, t-shirts or jeans. It’s even more of a headfuck when you remember that the pieces this machine spits out aren’t even worn for that long. You’d hope that wouldn’t be the case but you’ve got to be realistic.

			I couldn’t help but wonder if this was why we’re so disconnected from it all. We know the abstract consequences of our shopping habits — that making clothes often means carbon emissions, pollution and exploited workers — but we never see it with our own eyes. The scale of the industry is hidden from view, too. We might know from our own lives that we have more clothes than we really need, but the fact is that at least 80 billion items of clothing are produced every year.

			If we had a better idea of how clothes are really made, if we broke free of that fetishistic phenomenon Marx described, we could truly appreciate just how important each individual garment is — because so much has gone into making it. But because fashion is so tied up with our sense of self, because it casts such a huge shadow over our cultural spaces, that’s the last thing we think of.

			When we’re shopping, we see our own hopes and dreams reflected back at us, not immense raw material usage, exploitative labor conditions and sprawling greenhouse gas emissions.

			If we actually saw how clothing was made, maybe we’d think twice about buying so much of it. Instead, we naively hope that a product is in some way “good” as we swipe our credit cards.

			WHERE THE IMPACT REALLY IS

			Fashion’s sprawling supply chain doesn’t just hide what clothing production is really like, it’s also where the majority of the industry’s negative impact is. According to McKinsey’s 2020 “Fashion on Climate” report, roughly 71% of fashion’s greenhouse gas emissions come from the supply chain.17 In other words, fashion’s biggest source of atmosphere-wrecking emissions comes from making clothes in the first place.

			Carbon emissions aren’t the only skeleton in the closet when it comes to the supply chain, either. There’s also desertification, deforestation, obliterated biodiversity, contaminated water supplies, human rights abuses, crude oil extraction and tons of methane burped and farted into the atmosphere by the cows feeding our hunger for cheap leather, to name just a few.

			The truth is that the hellish, tangled mess of the supply chain is where fashion’s true impact is. But because all of the industry’s sins are kept behind closed doors, in countries far away from our own, we don’t see any of it. That suits the industry just fine. Big Fashion will talk about anything but the supply chain. Donating to environmental organizations. Saving forests. The solar panels on the roof of the corporate headquarters. Anything but the awkward truth that the majority of the industry’s impact comes from the very thing driving its vast profits: making new clothes.

			Most of the quote-unquote sustainable products out there address a few, or even just one, of the impacts in the supply chain. A brand might claim that their new jeans are sustainable because they’re washed in a more water-efficient way, or that they’re made with organic cotton, even though we don’t know anything about how the cotton was spun, woven and dyed or where the metal rivets and zipper come from.

			Even then, the solutions aren’t always straightforward. Yes, using recycled polyester skips out the extracting and burning of crude oil required to make the raw material in the first place, but recycling uses tons of electricity. What if the recycling plant that’s turning old water bottles into new yarn gets its energy from a coal power plant?

			No matter what the bigger picture looks like, just one improvement — regardless of how insignificant — is enough of an excuse for brands to go out there and tell the world that their product is sustainable. These flattened, simplified processes and solutions create the illusion that sustainability is somehow a yes or no question, a box that just needs to be ticked in order to make a product good, a brand responsible and our consciences clean as consumers.

			Real, meaningful sustainability work doesn’t come from flashy projects and vague corporate commitments. It’s a long, slow process of marginal gains spread out across that vast, sprawling supply chain. It might include helping suppliers transition to renewable energy, implementing more resource-efficient machinery, eliminating hazardous substances or decontaminating waste chemicals before they’re let into water supplies.

			The idea is that by reducing impacts all along the chain, you’ll end up with a much less harmful fashion industry overall. That’s the idea. But this work is expensive, and takes a long time — not the sort of thing CEOs obsessed with next quarter’s numbers really care about. Or as the founder of a denim brand once told me — “Face it, sustainability is expensive and a pain in the ass.” And that’s where we run into another half-truth.
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			Big Fashion says it wants to be more sustainable, but it doesn’t seem like it wants it enough to actually pay for it.

			Business of Fashion’s 2021 Sustainability Index is a survey of 15 of fashion’s largest brands including Kering, LVMH, H&M, Inditex (aka Zara), Nike and adidas. The report found that while companies were talking about sustainability more than ever, there was little evidence that any of them were willing to pay for the work required to actually reduce the effect their supply chains have on the earth.18

			And the costs are high — BoF estimates that between $20 and $30 billion in investment is needed across the industry each year for the next decade in order for fashion to scale up innovations to become more sustainable. But, by the brands’ logic, they don’t actually own their supply chains, so why would they pay to improve them? The fact that they call all the shots and keep all the profits doesn’t seem to matter.

			This leaves the suppliers — often operating on tiny margins — on the hook for all the costs themselves. But if they try to factor that into their prices, they’re finished. Brands are notoriously cut-throat when it comes to their sourcing — they’ll go somewhere else in a heartbeat if it’s cheaper. So not only are the industry’s biggest and richest players refusing to pay to improve the supply chains they benefit so much from, they’ll go somewhere else if a supplier tries to pay for it themselves.

			After scouring companies’ reporting, BoF concluded that when it comes to sustainability, there are “significant disparities between engagement and action” — i.e., it’s all talk. Not that you’d know that by looking at the way any of these companies talks about their supposedly earth-saving initiatives. Doesn’t exactly scream “We are committed to a sustainable future,” does it?

			conclusion

			The truth is, there’s no such thing as a truly sustainable anything in this world. It’s the same with our food, travel, our homes, everything. It’s simply not possible to lead your life without scarring the planet in some way or another. Just trying to live that way is a luxury — so many in this world have no choice but to be complicit in pollution, carbon emissions and human rights abuses when they’re shopping. We need to remember that shopping will always be inherently problematic, that there are no easy solutions. It’s all shades of grey. Once you accept that, the importance of doing it less becomes so much clearer.

			There are signs that governments and regulators are finally waking up to the fact that fashion needs to be reined in. That’s a start, at least. But in my view, fashion will only ever truly change when we address the difficult questions hiding under the surface of sustainability.

			Why are brands allowed to trash the planet for the sake of profit?

			Why are companies not accountable for what happens in the supply chains they hold so much power over?

			Why is it okay for brands to not say, or even know, where their products are really made?

			Why can companies make things and take no responsibility for what happens to them at the end of their life?

			Why is good behavior in this system optional?

			These are really big, difficult questions. They feel so overwhelming that you can tie yourself in knots just thinking about them. But despite how overwhelming it all feels, there are ways we can fight back against this broken, exploitative and destructive system.

			When the pandemic forced the world into lockdown last year, industry giants like Uniqlo, Nike, H&M and GAP cancelled an estimated $40 billion worth of orders with their suppliers — even if the work had already been completed. That put many factories on the verge of bankruptcy and their workers, the majority of them women of color, facing destitution. In Bangladesh alone, brands refused to pay for $6 billion in garments that had already been produced. It goes without saying that almost all of these brands had claimed they’re committed to worker welfare, and from this outrageous case of double standards came the #PayUp movement.

			In the year and a half since the pandemic began, #PayUp has used grassroots campaigning to force Big Fashion to pay $22 billion and counting back to suppliers. The movement has since thrown its weight behind the Garment Worker Protection Act, a landmark piece of legislation which aims to end the exploitation of garment workers in California, and will also hold brands responsible for the wages paid in factories they employ. The bill passed in September 2021.

			This kind of grassroots campaigning is open to everyone, but industry professionals can help, too. One example is Clean Creatives, a campaign that has so far persuaded 158 advertising and PR agencies to permanently sever their ties with the fossil fuel industry, fighting back against oil and gas companies’ decades-long greenwashing campaigns.

			The fact that the biggest part of fashion’s environmental impact comes from making clothes shows us the way out: just buy less stuff. The less we buy, the less products are being pushed through that opaque and destructive supply chain. “Buy less, buy better, make it last” is a mantra in sustainability circles for a reason. And if that doesn’t persuade you on the importance of buying less, then how about this: A 2019 report by the Global Fashion Agenda in Copenhagen and the Boston Consulting Group forecast that the industry will produce 81% more apparel and footwear by 2030.19

			And yes, buying less stuff is hard. That’s why I’m reluctant to go out there and say that we all need to quit shopping full stop — it will always be a tough ask in societies as consumerist as ours. But look at it this way — buying less can also mean buying better. If you look at it like that, it doesn’t seem so scary. Actually, it’s an opportunity — the chance to develop a more intentional and meaningful relationship with fashion.

			Which brings us to the second part of this book: how we could shop.
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			THE WAY OUT

			I used to be bad at shopping.

			Back when I was working as a fashion editor, my professional life revolved around new collections, collaborations, drops and designers. I was essentially injecting consumerism into my veins for eight hours a day. And while there are some in the industry who can endure that with their sense of self control intact, I couldn’t. I know people love to hear about personal journeys but honestly, my experience of consumerism was a pretty common one. I filled my life up with stuff that I neither liked nor needed, and spent a lot of money doing it. That’s it, really — you don’t need to read a monologue on the track pants I only wore a few times.

			I’m much better at shopping now — I did a year of only buying second hand in 2019, which was great. Now, most of what I buy is second hand. I still make mistakes, though. I probably don’t need as many plain dress shirts as I currently have. I could do with a few less pairs of Dickies, too. But really, what I’ve learned in the past few years of trying to cultivate a better way of shopping is that it’s so much better when it’s slower.

			Fashion might set the soul on fire for a moment, but when it comes down to it, clothes can be pretty tedious. Shopping in the age of e-commerce means waiting for packages, returning whatever doesn’t fit, and getting rid of things when you’re bored of them. Italy’s finest shoes still need to be cared for, when they’re not being crushed, smashed and scraped against concrete. Not even Yohji Yamamoto can protect you from sweat stains.

			This all adds up to a very real impact on our lives — our clothes cost us time and energy as well as money. To an extent, they always will. It doesn’t matter what’s in your wardrobe, you still need clean socks. But what’s so often overlooked in fashion is the sheer amount of work that goes into acquiring and maintaining all this stuff that we’re supposed to be buying. The more you buy, the more work you have to do. The compulsive Weekday shopper, the high fashion archivist and the kids queuing outside Supreme aren’t just pouring money into their habits, but their time and energy too.

			If we want to shop better, if we want to be happier with less, we need to consider the boring, tedious and totally unromantic consequences shopping has on our lives. We need to remember that for all fashion gives us — the thrills, the joy, the excitement — we also put a lot in. It’s about viewing it as a relationship, something that gives but also takes.

			That’s not my idea. I got it from David Cain, a blogger who runs Raptitude, a site that’s part wellness, part philosophy. After documenting the experience of Marie Kondo-ing his life, Cain came to the conclusion that every item you have is, in its own way, a relationship you’re in.

			Here’s a quote from his original 2015 blog entry on the idea:

			“Most of us own lots of things that make us feel bad. Unused gifts. Clothes that don’t fit. Supplies for hobbies you never really got into. Books you’ll never read. Plastic crap from the dollar store. When you hold a possession in your hands it becomes clear that it makes you feel something — joy, guilt, weariness, fear, very often mixed feelings — sometimes very strongly. If it’s normal to have hundreds or thousands of possessions, then we are each, at all times, bearing the weight of hundreds or thousands of these relationships. So it makes sense to very carefully consider what we keep in our homes.”20

			That’s the perfect way of looking at it. When you view shopping as a relationship, the significance (and reward!) of only buying what we truly love becomes so much clearer. We might be talking about lifeless objects, but the principle is the same — you should only let things into your life that are going to be good for you.

			When you think of it like that, you can see how the moment of buying something is a pivotal one. You might sleepwalk into a regret purchase, or open the door to a great one. Once the initial rush wears off, you want to be sure the product you’ve brought into your life gives you more than it takes.

			But that’s not always as easy as it sounds. Or at least it wasn’t for me. For every purchase that gave me joy, there was one — or a few — that did the opposite.

			LOVE

			Modern Life Is War was a punk rock band from Iowa. They were my favorite band when I was 18. I never saw them live — they hardly played in the UK and split up after a few records. But their music really touched me and, a decade after I first heard them, I found a webstore, in Poland of all places, that was still selling their merch.

			It’s a typical band tee. It cost something like €15 including shipping. I’ve worn it to death. The screen print has cracked into a hundred shards of white, which sit on a scratchy Gildan blank that’s been washed so many times that it now feels soft against my skin. I love it.

			The funny thing is, I wasn’t even that bothered when I bought it. I definitely wasn’t as excited about it as I was for so many other things I bought and then later regretted. But it didn’t take long for that tee to become part of my life.

			The thing with wearing tees to death is that after a few years you can really smell it. I tried everything to get that old t-shirt smell out. I soaked it in baking soda (didn’t work), put vinegar in the washing machine (didn’t work), left it out in the sun for a week (didn’t work). I finally won by spraying the tee with pure vinegar essence and leaving it on my balcony for a few days. I can’t quite describe the feeling I got from getting that tee back into my life. Kind of like passing my driving test, kind of like being reunited with an old friend.

			All these years later, what have I gotten out of this piece of fabric? It fits great. I love the print, and I love how it’s cracked over the years. I can wear it with anything. There’s also this silent bond with anyone who, like me, fell in love with that kind of music when they were young.

			But I think the real reason that it’s so important to me now is that I liked it enough in the first place to work on it, and the more I put into it, the more loyal I became to it. When things got tough, I put the work in, because I wanted it in my life. Just like a friend, or a lover.

			It was worth every minute.

			FAILURE

			During my time as an editor, I forget when exactly, I was browsing through lookbooks, probably killing time at work. I came across a brand that was inspired for a season by motocross, or touring cars — I can’t remember what exactly. The guy in the lookbook was hanging out at a race track in one of those paneled, boxy racing jackets that motocross riders wear. I don’t know anything about motocross, or touring cars, or even cars full stop, but at that moment I decided that yes, I urgently needed to look like someone who drives very fast for a living. A paneled red and beige suede racing jacket was what had been missing my whole life, I just didn’t know it.

			So I bought it, and it wasn’t cheap. Because it was shipped from Canada, I needed to go to the customs office on the other side of Berlin to pick it up and pay some import duties. I hadn’t thought much about the sizing, so it was a bit too small. So, more work, emailing the brand, taking the jacket to the post office, and waiting around a month for the new one to come back. This time the lining was slightly too big, which pulled down on the edges of the suede, ruining the silhouette.

			More work returning it, more time waiting for it to come back.

			Turns out a red suede racing jacket wasn’t missing from my life. I didn’t need one at all, actually. It didn’t do anything for me. It was sort of shapeless. Wearing a red jacket definitely did not make me feel like that carefree guy who drives really fast. It made me feel like a giant red … thing. Not carefree, not at all.

			I wore it once, and it took me about two years to get rid of it. I sold it on an app for a big loss. That whole time I’d kept it hidden away in my flat. I didn’t like looking at it. It made me feel like a failure.

			AMBIVALENCE

			I have a much more ambivalent relationship with my Gucci loafers. I spent ages thinking about them. After months of research, I bought them as a birthday present to myself. So, definitely not an impulse buy.

			Have you ever tried being a normal person in Gucci loafers? It’s impossible.

			The soles are so thin that you feel every step under your feet. That’s probably great when there’s a carpet in your limo, but when you live in Berlin and take the U-Bahn everywhere, not so much. The leather is so soft that I feel like my toes will rip out of them if I put a foot wrong. They look great, obviously, but they’re so delicate that I feel like I’m wearing a Ming vase on my feet.

			Now they’re my birthday shoes. They do make me feel like a billionaire, which I know is the entire point, but five years later, I can think of a hundred better ways to spend that money.

			AN OPPORTUNITY, NOT A BURDEN

			Those are just three examples from my own life, but there’s something to take away from them — we don’t regret purchases that bring something meaningful into our lives, and our time and money is wasted on those that bring us nothing.

			With the regret purchases, the things I bought but will never truly love, I never got further than the initial excitement. They quickly became a burden. That red racing jacket was a waste of my money, and my time and energy, too. The Gucci loafers give me something, but that doesn’t make up for what they cost me, if I’m being honest. And what can you do then? You can hide them in a corner of your closet, but something that’s out of sight still takes up space. You could resell them (more work), throw them away (waste!) or donate them (which seems like a guilt-free option, but trust me, so much of the time it isn’t). And, if we’re honest with ourselves, none of these things feel good. There’s guilt to be found there.

			All of my best purchases are the ones that still make me feel good, even if it’s years after I bought them. My old band tee, yes, but also my Alyx leather jacket from 2017, which is just indescribably perfect. The flat, unadorned signet ring I found at a flea market. My trashed Carhartt jacket. They’re by no means new but they still bring something to my life. I don’t mind putting the work in for them, either. Taking my favorite suit to the dry cleaners doesn’t feel like a chore when I remember how much I love wearing it.
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			When you look at it like that, you can see how buying less is an opportunity, not a burden. It opens up the possibility of filling your life with objects that bring you something meaningful. It’s the same with Marie Kondo’s Does it spark joy? line of thinking. It’s not about throwing everything away and living with nothing; it’s about only letting things into your life that truly make you happy.

			We really do not need our clothes to bring negative energy into our lives, but until we accept the push and pull dynamic that comes with really owning things, that’s where we’ll always end up. We’re back at that dissatisfying cycle at the heart of consumerism — impulse buys become regret purchases which become burdens. We throw our mistakes away, only to make them again. It’s terrible for the planet, and it’s bad for us as people too.

			I can’t help but think how powerless we’re supposed to be in this era, how we’re pulled in whatever direction the algorithm takes us, our tastes decided for us by marketing executives.

			So long as what’s in and what’s out is chosen for us, we’ll always be buying more than we need.

			And that’s the entire point. We’re meant to be going round and round because that’s how everyone at the top of it all stays rich. If shopping is a relationship, then right now it’s a dependent one.

			But does it have to be like this? How can we nurture healthier, more intentional shopping habits, so that everything we buy brings us more than a few moments of excitement?

			We need to reconnect with the reality of clothing — how useful, wearable and long-lasting something is, and, most importantly, how good it makes us feel. This was something I really got out of my year of only shopping second hand. There is just so much stuff out there that if you want to make it work, you need to first figure out what it is that you’re looking for — there are no influencers when you’re 11 pages deep into suits on eBay.

			In other words, it’s about your needs.

			And what are your needs, exactly?

			What do you want from your clothes?

			What do you want the world to see when it sees you?

			This kind of introspection is necessary if we want to develop a more intentional and less wasteful relationship with fashion.

			We should also remember the importance of taking it slow, thinking things through before we let them into our lives. Buying things that really mean something to us, and buying them for life. Being patient, because we’re in it for the long haul.

			It’s about being open to new ideas and experiences, while accepting that some things are better when they’re admired from afar. As much as I love Rick Owens, I know he’s neither a good fit for my body nor my bank account. It’s good to open up your perspective outside of fashion, too. Maybe you can learn a thing or two from that really well-dressed pensioner in your neighborhood, or a photo of some punks from the ’70s.

			More philosophically, viewing fashion as a relationship is about reevaluating what it is that we really want from our clothes. Taking ownership over our shopping habits. Putting ourselves in the driving seat. As fashion critic Rachel Tashjian put it in a 2020 piece for GQ:

			“Personal style, not fashion, holds the greatest reward: it allows you to invest in yourself, rather than in a bunch of ideas about who you could or should want to be. Fashion can help you build your identity, your mystique, your confidence. But to give yourself over to it completely — and to the impulsive churn that says something is suddenly uncool — is to forgo your individuality. You must exert control over your clothing if you want to use it to define yourself.”21
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			That’s not to say that we need to become life-long minimalists, that our tastes should never change. But we need to appreciate things for more than one news cycle, to think of our wardrobes as an investment, not as a moment to broadcast on Instagram.

			If we do it with intention and purpose, shopping can be something that brings so much more to our lives than a package in the mail and a few likes on Instagram.

			spending power

			If we think of shopping as a relationship, then we need to consider what we can achieve with it — not just for us, but for fashion as a whole. We need to consider where we spend our money, as well as what we spend it on. And how do we do that? How exactly can we shop responsibly, knowing how problematic fashion is? Is it even possible?

			The truth is, there isn’t a “right” way to shop, but there are better ones. You can buy second hand, but that’s not perfect — the market is getting highly gentrified, and if you don’t have what fashion considers to be a “normal” body then it can be hard finding pieces that fit.

			There are rental platforms, which look really promising, although few of them are really built around sustainability — Pool in Berlin is one exception (disclaimer! I’ve worked for Pool in the past as a consultant).

			More generally, if we look to rental and second hand as a magic solution, we run the risk of perpetuating the same out-of-control buying habits, but this time on Depop and Rent the Runway. They’re great ways of reducing the impact of our shopping, but they’re not a blank check to binge.

			Which brings us to the next question: If and when we do buy new things, how do we know who to trust?

			I wish there was an easy answer, a simple checklist that you could use to figure out who’s greenwashing and who isn’t. But it’s hard — even industry professionals struggle to see the forest from the trees. And at the risk of sounding like a broken record, that’s because the system is just so opaque — but it’s also because there’s no single way for brands to be responsible.

			Some personal favorites of mine include STORY mfg. and Veja, who have built respect for people and planet deep into their business model. Then there’s the likes of Noah and Mara Hoffman, who raise awareness while making clothes that are just dying to be worn. Brands the size of Patagonia and Ganni can make a difference by being transparent about their impact on the planet. They might produce tons of stuff but they’re honest about it. And yes, responsible brands aren’t cheap, there’s no way around that, but we should never fall into the trap of looking down on people buying fast fashion when it’s all they can afford.

			When it comes to sustainability, the main thing I look out for is how a brand talks about its environmental footprint. Are they pretending that marketing gimmicks will save the world? Or do they give it to you straight, providing clear and honest information on how their products are made, while at the same time acknowledging that shopping will always be inherently problematic?

			It’s also important to make the distinction between Big Fashion, the brands calling the shots from the top of that immensely destructive supply chain, and the independent labels and retailers who bring so much energy and creativity to the industry. Despite the existential paradox that comes with making and selling clothes in times like these, the small guys deserve our support.
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			We shouldn’t forget to support companies outside of the sustainability bubble, too — local businesses, ones that simply sell great things that we love. Ones that cater to, and are owned by, people from less affluent or marginalized communities. Even if they’re not using organic cotton and recycled fibers, businesses owned by people from BIPOC and LGBTQ+ communities are still worth your money. The same goes for those selling union made and fair trade products.

			At the end of the day, shopping is like bingo — you can tick a few boxes but you’ll never be able to check off every single one.

			For me, the most important part is longevity. And I don’t just mean how long something can be worn for, but cultural and emotional longevity too. By cultural longevity, I mean things that don’t come with a built-in expiration date, and by emotional longevity, I mean things you’ll love for years to come. This is the golden rule above all others: Buy things for the long haul. It’s much more empowering this way. There’s no point in stockpiling quote-unquote sustainable products if you don’t like wearing them.

			And, of course, you can just give it up altogether. Amazing if you can, but in my eyes it will always be a niche idea in societies where consumerism is so powerful. Again, that mantra from activist circles is helpful: “We don’t need a few people to be perfect, we need millions of people to be better.”

			Despite all I’ve said about fashion being systematically broken, what we do as consumers matters. There are things in fashion that we can’t change through shopping, that we’ll never change. But what we can do, what we should do, is spend our money with businesses we believe in, ones that are honest, respectful and create things that we love. A better relationship with fashion wouldn’t just be one where we make intentional, meaningful purchases that bring something to our lives. It would also be one where we use our spending power to encourage a more responsible, diverse and creative industry than the one we have now.

			CONCLUSION

			If you bought this book, then it’s safe to say that you care about what you wear and what’s going on in the world. Probably, you feel conflicted in some way about that. It’s not easy reconciling those two opposing experiences: our love of fashion with our fears for the future. It’s hard trying to make sense of it. I’ve still not figured it all out.

			I also understand this book has been pretty heavy going. Consumerism, hype, sustainability; none of these are easy topics. The reason I’ve given so much space to them is that the first step of shopping better is reframing what it is — and what it isn’t. Unlearning some of the things the world teaches us.

			We’re led to believe that shopping is the key to happiness, even though at the end of the day what we end up accumulating is just clothes.

			We’re tricked with smart marketing into buying over and over again, forgetting that we need to actually own everything we buy.

			We’re misled into thinking that just shopping differently will solve fashion’s problems, when the reality is that the fashion system itself is the problem.

			But the solution to it all is actually quite simple: Buy less, buy better, make it last. It’s not just a case of going on a detox, though — that’ll always be really hard in a world as consumerist as ours. Instead, by viewing shopping as a relationship, we’re acknowledging that it’s something we can have control over. We’re opening ourselves up to what shopping really is — a privilege, an indulgence with problematic consequences. That’s why it’s so important to practice it responsibly.

			Remember when I said that consumerism is both an environmental disaster and a spiritual void? This is how we get out of it. By buying things with our future selves in mind, investing in ourselves, building wardrobes to last a lifetime, while at the same time supporting businesses that share our values.

			There’s a duality to consumerism — it’s important to do it better, but that’ll never change the world on its own. Shopping better won’t stop politicians from lying to us, it won’t stop fossil fuel companies drilling for oil, and it won’t get us a Green New Deal either. If we truly want the world to be a better place, we need to think way beyond shopping, and reconsider the relationships we have with our communities, the politicians who represent us, our friends and family, and the places we work, too. If shopping is a relationship, then it’s not the only one we need to re-think.

			But by reframing how we view shopping, we’re acknowledging that what we wear matters, and that we want to shop as best we can. And that like any relationship, we need to do it responsibly.

			By taking ownership over our shopping habits, we can say no to this culture of non-stop newness, the relentless cycle of trends that keeps us buying way more than we really need, the war on our self-esteem that makes us feel like we’re never enough — and all the environmental destruction that comes with it.

			Paying much less attention to marketing, and much more to clothes. Slowly but surely assembling a collection of things that we truly love. Hunting down that perfect piece, cherishing it for years to come, embracing the flaws it picks up along the way. It’s a win-win situation. Better for the planet, but better for us too.

			A little less The Devil Wears Prada, a little more human being.
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