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INTRODUCTION

Like so many relationship dramas, it all kicked off on New Year’s Eve.

While everyone else is on the Aldi champagne and pan-Asian party nibbles, I am on ASOS, scrolling like a woman possessed.

The next day, 1 January, I am giving up fast fashion for a year. A whole year – or #notnewyear, as my friend Daisy has cannily branded it – without the high street, without online hauls, without multiple weekly visits from Joseph the DPD man. This, I realise, as I sit on my parents’ sofa scrolling through 4,641 midi dresses while the clock inches closer to midnight and Jools Holland loads the confetti canon, is my last hurrah.

I buy five dresses. I buy them hastily and hungrily, clicking ‘add to basket’ on anything passable that hasn’t sold out in my size. I shop in the way I have so many other times over the years: palms clammy, pupils dilated, on a mission to see every single option before more are unleashed. One more page. One more search. One more scroll. I shop as though I am a donkey and the perfect outfit is a carrot, bobbing forever just out of reach.

I’ve been this way for years. It’s the way I shopped the afternoon before the first mufti day of secondary school, haring around Mark One for something to save me from a fate worse than my C&A fleece. I did a similar shop the day before my cousin’s wedding, aged fifteen, tramping across Brighton with my mum until the shops started closing and I had vetoed every sensible knee-length dress in the city. I’ve done it before practically every wedding I’ve ever been to, in fact, which as a thirty-something woman with what can only be described as a ‘friend-retention problem’, is many. Twenty-six. Twenty-six weddings and almost as many frantic sprints around Accessorize for emergency clutch bags.

Throughout my life, clothes have been my passion and the acquisition of clothes my most devoted hobby. I’ve shopped like it is going out of fashion. I’ve shopped to celebrate and commiserate. Holidays, Christmas parties, birthdays, Tuesdays. I’ve shopped because the weather has changed, and I’ve shopped because it hasn’t. I’ve shopped out of boredom, out of stress, out of friendship, out of love, and as a way to crystallise happy memories I was scared might otherwise slip away.

Incidentally, you could replace the word ‘shopped’ above with ‘eaten’ and every sentence would remain true. Clothes, like food, can be a baseline need or an all-consuming passion, but something that we all have to engage with to a lesser or greater extent. Whether we consider ourselves a fashionista or just an impartial bystander, we can’t really – nudity and prison excepted – opt out.

Some of the shopping has been great. That’s partly why I’ve carried on doing it, and not given up to live in a hessian sack with holes for arms. I’ve had those fantastic, fatalistic shopping trips; the ones where the stars align and so do all the buttons. Where friends applaud and strangers bound across a changing room to tell you that you HAVE to buy it, oh my god. Where the jacket the shop assistant thought was sold out is unearthed magically in your size from a dusty corner of a stock room, in precisely the time it’s taken for you to decide it might be your soul jacket, your destiny, the One True Jacket to rule them all.

I have danced out of shops cradling a carrier bag like a newborn baby, beaming at everyone because I just can’t believe my luck. I’ve lovingly stroked a corner of fabric the whole way home, delighted in the decisive stretch aaaaaand *snap* of removing the tag in my bedroom. It’s a blessed ritual. One of life’s small victories. I hereby declare you a keeper.

Of course, the One True Jacket ends up relegated to a lower peg a few months later, because you’re bored and a button fell off and you had your head turned by another sexy piece of outerwear. But that’s the thing about love stories. They never show what happens after you waltz off into the sunset.

A few days after my New Year’s haul, already feeling the first queasy pangs of withdrawal, the parcel arrived. I tore it open and hoofed them all onto my bed. There they were, my last hurrah, now a creased heap of floral polyester. I tried them on. And in the time-honoured tradition of online shopping, I rejected them, one by one. Too wafty. Too clingy. Weird ruffles. Bad sleeves. Back in the bag you go, pal.

I kept one dress out of the five, mainly because I couldn’t bear to end up back where I’d started: at New Dress Neutral. The one I kept, a high-necked floral situation by Monki made, oddly, of swimsuit fabric, quickly became my go-to dress over the next month or so. I reached for it again and again, the only thing I found myself wanting to wear every morning, and eventually I realised this was not because it was especially gorgeous (see: swimsuit fabric) or looked especially good on me, but purely because it was the newest thing that I owned. And newness is everything.

The pursuit of the new is human instinct. It’s what we do, and always have done – we push forward, we innovate, we get bored and start sniffing around for the next source of excitement; the next micro-hit of dopamine. Once upon a time it might have been a woolly mammoth carcass. Now it’s the tiny blinking notification of an email saying our order’s been dispatched.

Psychologists call it habituation: ‘the diminishing of an innate response to a frequently repeated stimulus.’1 The more we see something, the less it thrills us. The outfit we loved so much a few months ago becomes ‘this old thing’, shrugged on begrudgingly and apologised for at parties.

But we can’t lay all this at biology’s door. In recent years, we’ve supercharged our pursuit of novelty and with it created a monster. A great, mutant monster with one hand in our wallet at all times. Fast fashion.

‘Fast’ fashion has no official definition, but it’s characterised by two things: low prices and relentless pace. It cycles through trends so rapidly that transience has become almost the defining trend of a generation. Our parents had bellbottoms and platforms, our grandparents had circle skirts and spats; we have a constantly moving conveyor belt of possessions, and the urge to replace them at the drop of a hat. (One of those wide-brimmed straw hats, owned by every single influencer but never seen on an actual head.)

Global clothing production has roughly doubled in just fifteen years.2 Startling, isn’t it? At current growth rates it will take two hundred years for the world’s population to double, and yet somehow we’ve produced twice as many clothes in the time since Facebook was invented.

And with the breakneck rise of fast fashion, our habituation has become capitulation too. While the industry churns out more than we can ever possibly buy or wear, it also ploughs billions of pounds into convincing us that it’s our duty to try. These days when we’re bored of our clothes, the solution isn’t adding a jazzy belt or changing our hair – it’s buying a whole new outfit. Same goes for boredom in general. Those of us who love fashion have come to use it as a multi-purpose cure-all for everything from heartache to headache. It’s the old trope of ‘retail therapy’ taken to an all-too-literal conclusion, a place where buying non-essential shit can be classed as vital self-care. Got a vague itch of dissatisfaction you can’t quite put your finger on? Shop it better! Why the hell not?

Except we know why not.

Right now we know both more than we want to, and less than we need to. Overwhelmed with clutter, both physical and mental, we’ve started to look around and ask: have we reached saturation point? Is it possible we have . . . too much stuff?

The answer is yes, obviously. It’s been yes for years. But we had our hands too full of returns to notice.

Wising up to the reality of fast fashion has been both a slow dawning of realisation and a series of short, sharp shocks. When the Rana Plaza building in Dhaka, Bangladesh collapsed on 24 April 2013, killing 1,138 garment workers and injuring some 2,500 more, it marked the darkest day the industry has ever seen and shone a light on the true cost of our clothes; not in pounds and pence, but human life and suffering.

It wasn’t that we had no idea the workers making our clothes were badly paid – in Bangladesh it’s as little as $37 a month, some of the lowest legal wages in the world3 – but, truthfully, before that day and the conversations it generated, most of us had been able to avoid thinking about them. Those people. Those women, because it is mostly women. Without putting faces, voices or stories to the things that we wore, it was easier to pretend our clothes were merely picked off trees, or born fully-formed and folded on the display table. As Rana Plaza crumbled, so did a little part of the opacity that had shielded our conscience for so long.

Now ‘transparency’ is the buzzword and visible supply chains are the goal. The tragedy inspired action, such as the formation of Fashion Revolution, a global not-for-profit organisation that campaigns for massive reform across the industry. They designated 24 April as Fashion Revolution Day, and over the past six years they and other groups have united in acts of ‘pro-fashion’ protest – not telling us to quit shopping altogether, but encouraging us all to ask #whomademyclothes: what were they paid and how were they treated? It was a watershed moment, though it wasn’t enough to turn the tide. Yet.

For the global fashion industry, the year following the Rana Plaza disaster was the most profitable of all time. Even as the rubble was cleared and the death toll rose, the world carried on shopping. We shopped and shopped, and when our wardrobes overflowed and our floordrobes became unbearable, we threw stuff away to make room for more.

Every year in the UK, an estimated 300,000 tonnes of used clothing now ends up in landfill4 – although the word ‘used’ is disputable seeing as garments are reportedly worn on average just seven times before they’re thrown, more often than not, in the bin.5 In 2019, Brits spent an estimated £2.7 billion on clothes worn only once – including £700 million on 11 million summer outfits that didn’t make it beyond the duration of a single holiday.6

Fashion is widely reported as one of the most polluting industries in the world. Some say second only to oil; some say more like third, fifth or sixth – it’s hard to know for sure. But we do know that Boohoo and Missguided sell dresses for less than the cost of a Pret sandwich. And in an economy where so many basic requirements seem to be escalating wildly out of reach – homes, transport, education, lunch – it’s hardly surprising that we’re snapping up the bargains where we find them. It’s even less surprising when they unravel from the hems a week later.

It’s not just a question of thrift. As fashion gets cheaper and cheaper, somehow we’re also shopping like we’re richer than we are. Instagram tells us we should all be celebrities, with single-wear wardrobes to match. Advertising continues to dance the merry dance it has for decades: a kind of retail negging whereby they tell us that we’re inadequate, sell us clothes to soothe the sting, then chase us round the internet with anything we dare to leave behind in a basket. The lines between ‘want’ and ‘need’ have never felt so blurry.

Back in 1932, the pioneering ad executive Earnest Elmo Calkins (the ‘other’ Elmo) declared, ‘Goods fall into two classes: those that we use, such as motor cars and safety razors, and those that we use up, such as toothpaste or soda biscuits. Consumer engineering must see to it that we use up the kind of goods we now merely use.’

Consumer engineering saw to it all right. As prices plummet so does quality, and so does longevity, and so does our willingness to keep trotting out the same saggy £17.99 dress for every social occasion. Clothing has become what marketeers call ‘FMCG’ – Fast-moving Consumer Goods – although many tubes of toothpaste last longer than our shopping trophies do.

Where once brands released four collections a year in line with the season, now it’s often fifty-two or more, trends that are going, going, GONE before we can even decide we like them. To keep up, we’ve become sartorial commitment-phobes, taking our clothes out for dinner and never calling them again. We’re ghosting our Ghost. Calling full time on our Whistles. And all the while, the planet groans under the weight of twice as many clothes as were produced just fifteen years ago.

Funnily enough, fifteen years is roughly the amount of time it takes for a fashion trend to resurface. Back in 2004, I was wearing a lot of flares, corduroy, statement blouses and velvet blazers. Right now I am also wearing a lot of flares, corduroy, statement blouses and velvet blazers, only very slightly different ones. Fashion, and I’ll say this again although I won’t always mean it, is a bastard. The one you lavish affection and time and energy on, believing they love you too, only to realise after years of tears and heartache that you were putting in more than you ever got back.

Of course, the toxic relationship analogy is painfully on point. From carbon emissions to river pollution to cotton pesticides to plastic microfibres ending up in our tap water, barely a week goes by without another miserable statistic, another bleak reminder that there are only a handful of years left to stop the climate change juggernaut before . . . well, we usually stop reading at that part because it’s terrifying.

But it’s galvanising, too. Just now it feels as though we’re waking up from decades of sleepwalking to the impact of all this accumulation – on the planet, on humanity and on our own mental health. And if there’s one thing working in sustainability’s favour, it’s that trends catch on quick.

Just ask David Attenborough, everyone’s favourite influencer. After the veteran broadcaster showed the scale of plastic pollution in the world’s oceans in that episode of Blue Planet II, there was a tidal wave of behaviour change. The phrase ‘single-use plastic’ entered the vernacular and the idea took hold like contraband clingfilm. Suddenly it was out with disposable coffee cups, down with excessive packaging, and woe betide the bartender who tried to give us a plastic straw. Some 88 per cent of viewers adjusted their shopping habits as a result of the episode (or at least claimed they had in a survey by Waitrose,7 which admittedly isn’t quite the same thing), and 53 per cent of UK and US consumers have reduced the amount of plastic they use in the year since.8

Whether it’s progress enough to make a difference remains to be seen, but it still felt heartening to see the shift happening before our eyes. It was something. And we all want to feel like we can do something.

Now fashion is experiencing a similar shakedown, and not a season too soon. The ‘Marie Kondo effect’ has charity shops flourishing while traditional retail flounders. Minimalism has been enjoying a comeback, as we ‘edit’ and ‘streamline’ everything from our wardrobes to our social lives in a bid to ease our conscience and soothe our frazzled brains. And the shops are paying attention, as well they should. Some of the biggest high-street retailers are now launching ‘eco’ collections, urging us to recycle clothes in exchange for discounts, and waving their code of conduct around for all to see.

Meanwhile, new indie brands fall over themselves to one-up each other on ethics and innovation. Trainers made of tyres! Swimsuits made of fishing nets! Dresses made of egg boxes and sticky-backed plastic! Sweatshirts that will never wear out, and jeans that will never wear in. It’s brilliant, exciting, polarising and confusing. Is cotton good or evil? Is H&M allowed now? Did sweatshirts ever wear out anyway? Isn’t ‘vegan leather’ just what our mums would sniffily call ‘not even leather’? And if £200 is ‘just what a dress ought to cost’, then what happens if we don’t have £200? Sustainability can often feel like the preserve of the lucky, wealthy, skinny, educated few, even while they’re telling us how badly it affects us all. There are so many stats. So much conflicting advice. So much to learn, and so hard to know where to start. It’s easy to get overwhelmed and bury our heads in the sand, and by ‘sand’ I mean cheap polyester.

But while we might not know exactly what or how to change, we know that we need to change something. That’s why you’re reading this, isn’t it? And why I’m writing it. It’s time to take our foot off the pedal, get off the high street superhighway, or at least steer ourselves safely into a ditch. Time to have the difficult conversations, and the tantrums. I don’t have all the answers, but I do have plenty more mixed metaphors, so buckle up.

For now, my own relationship with fast fashion is estranged but far from over. I’m at the fragile stage; still gazing wistfully through the windows of & Other Stories, still catching wafts of its scent in my cupboards and falling into nostalgic reverie. I’m determined to move on and seek closure, but I can’t promise there will never be a drunken reunion or a masochistic relapse. I can’t promise I will never call up fast fashion at 2am to sob over what went wrong.

Still, I hope that makes me a better candidate to write this book than a person who quit shopping so long ago they can barely remember the taste. Not only have I shopped like it was a career, I have made it one. In my time, I’ve written for budget fashion brands, high-end designers and supermarkets. I’ve churned out 800 words on why we should all buy a skirt two inches longer than last year’s, and I’ve believed almost every one of them. I’ve never truly been an industry insider – the only time I ever went to London Fashion Week I trod in dog shit on the way and I’ve never quite shaken off that omen – but even from my place among the cheap seats in the back, I’ve still done my bit to feed the beast. I hold my hands up; I am a hypocrite. But I’m a hopeful one.

Because while fashion got us into this mess, I like to think fashion could also get us out. After all, Disney characters and posh dogs excepted, we’re the only species in the world to wear clothes. They’re at once both an unavoidable, functional necessity and an outlet for pleasure and art. If what we love about fashion is the good stuff, the creativity, the self-expression, the thrill of being swept up in a cultural moment, then that force of communal spirit could surely power us all in a new direction. A fairer, more sustainable one. Slower, steadier. Backwards, if need be.

We need to do it soon, but we don’t need to do it alone. Like the friend who turns up after a break-up, packs all your pants into a suitcase and strongarms you to the pub, yelling, ‘YOU’RE TOO GOOD FOR THEM,’ I want this book to be a companion, not a critic. I also hope it’ll help us both unpick that relationship, reprogramme our ‘must-buy!’ mindset and trace those urges back to their source. Be it the patriarchy, PMS, or the misguided belief that a person can never have too many Breton tops (they definitely can).

Along the way I’ve spoken to academics, activists, sustainability advocates and fashion influencers, in a bid to understand things better. There’s a fast-growing community around slow fashion, and it’s been heartening to see how many people want to share their insights and advice. We’ve been practising conspicuous consumption since the days we carried our PE kits in Jane Norman carrier bags, but now I want to believe we can egg each other on to reverse those habits, escape the co-dependency, and find new, better ways to celebrate our love of clothes.

Although those ways won’t all be the same. We can’t wear everything at once, much as some of us have tried, and we can’t do everything at once either. For some of us, the best plan of action might be buying five quality items and wearing them all for a decade. For others, it’ll be trawling charity shops the way we used to hit up Primark. For some it might be threading a needle for the first time since school or swapping and selling the clothes we used to bin and burn.

I don’t know everything, but I do know there is no single right way to break up with fast fashion.

After all, as Paul Simon once sang, there are fifty ways to leave your lover. You just cut up your cards, Barb. Learn to sew, Flo. Go secondhand, Suzanne. Just listen to me.

Get yourself on eBay, Mae. Why don’t you donate, Kate? Swap clothes with a pal, Val. Just get yourself free.


A note on being terrible

Look, I am a terrible person. We may as well get that out of the way now. My showers are too long, my Uber journeys are too short. Sometimes I don’t rinse out my peanut butter jar for recycling. Occasionally I don’t recycle at all – like on holiday or in someone else’s house, where tossing a plastic container into the bin feels like a strange and shameful treat (you know it does, don’t lie).

I am vegan except for halloumi, and pizza, and puddings and weekends and Christmas. I leave my chargers plugged in. I stopped using my KeepCup when it started tasting of dishwasher. I will probably never switch to natural deodorant. I’m a terrible person just like you’re a terrible person, and the person next to you is a terrible person, and nearly all of us, as privileged folk who use and abuse the world’s resources on a daily basis to feed our own daft desires, are terrible people in unique and multifarious ways. It is hard to exist as a human in the developed world without sometimes being terrible. Or at least, that’s how it feels.

In the pages of this book are a few true saints – people who have dedicated their careers and great chunks of their time and energy to fixing things, fighting wrongs and helping us all to be a little less terrible. But I can guarantee they all feel like terrible people too, at one time or another.

So as long as we’re all united in our mutual terribleness, we may as well park that guilt for now. Leave it in the cloakroom so we don’t have to lug it round all day. Shall we?

Because you don’t get very far with guilt, I find. Not when fast-fashion consumers are predominantly women, and our lives are already so laden with shame. We feel bad about not looking good, bad about trying to look good, and now we feel bad about being bad by trying to look good. The odds are stacked against us from the start. ‘Just buy less!’ isn’t a very effective message when everything else is still screaming ‘BUY MORE!’

Guilt and shame, while they can be catalysts for change, often use up far too much energy to be helpful. All that stewing over the various ways we’ve been shitty, and continue to be shitty, selfish, careless, greedy, unethical and unfriendly. It might make us feel temporarily less terrible, but it’s also time-consuming and it doesn’t get a whole lot done. You catch more flies with honey than vinegar, and you change more with optimism and enthusiasm than you do with self-flagellation.

No, instead of wringing our hands, we can roll up our sleeves and make change. Even just within our own wardrobes. I can’t promise there won’t be points in this book where we both feel a little terrible. But I can promise that the point is to leave feeling a lot better than we went in.

That used to be how I felt about Zara. These days I’m not so sure.


PART ONE: THE FIGHT

Fashion, we have a problem



‘Fashion is not frivolous. It is a part of being alive today.’

– Mary Quant9



IT’S NOT YOU, IT’S THEM.
AND A BIT YOU.

Every breakup has its reasons. You can waste a lot of time trying to apportion blame, dividing the failings and missteps as you might fight over mugs and CDs. Could you both have behaved better? Did one side let the other down? Is it our fault fast fashion became so toxic, and we became so greedy for it?

No! Mostly no. Slightly yes.

It wasn’t always like this. Up until as recently as the 1990s, the vast majority of new clothes bought in the UK were made here too. From the Industrial Revolution onwards, textile manufacture was a booming part of the British economy, and in lots of other countries besides.

While it’s hard to pinpoint the roots of fast fashion – they stretch back through the post-rationing boom, wartime utility clothing and the earliest tailors mass-producing affordable suits for men – perhaps its most recognisable dawn was the 1960s. The 60s spawned Inditex, which owns Zara, and Chelsea Girl, now River Island. They saw Paco Rabanne make disposable dresses from paper, and revived dandyism as a youth pastime for men and women alike. And it birthed a fast-fashion icon, at least to anyone who has ever fancied themselves in a floppy hat and poet sleeves: Biba.

The grandmother of today’s trendsetters, Biba was born in 1963 as a mail-order company, the brainchild of fashion illustrator Barbara Hulanicki and her husband Stephen Fitz-Simon. Women would send off by post for their cheap, modish dresses, made in limited runs to test popularity and keep demand high.

The brand quickly caught the attention of a fashion editor at the Daily Mirror, who ran a sponsored promotion featuring a simple gingham shift dress with matching headscarf, similar to one worn by Brigitte Bardot. Biba hoped to sell around 3,000 dresses. They received over 17,000 orders.10

Buoyed by success, Hulanicki and Fitz-Simon opened a boutique in Kensington, which soon became a must-visit for the bright young things of swinging London: ‘The most in shop for gear’, according to a 1966 issue of TIME magazine.11 Biba’s look was alluring – leggy, louche and doll-like, heavily influenced by art nouveau and Pre-Raphaelite paintings – but its genius was its price point. While ready-to-wear trends had previously been the preserve of the wealthy, Biba made cool mass-market fashion affordable to working-class women.

‘They were for the girl in the street,’ Hulanicki recalled.12 ‘They earned £9 a week and would spend £3 on a bedsitter, £3 on food, and £3 in Biba.’

Part of Biba’s early success was also due to celebrity endorsements from the likes of Twiggy and Ready Steady Go presenter Cathy McGowan, whose Friday night TV looks were available to buy in-store the very next day. Star style, accessible to everyone. Rings a bell, right? Let’s not forget that ASOS was once ‘As Seen on Screen’, selling halter tops and hipster jeans cribbed off Atomic Kitten.

As Biba’s popularity grew so did its stores, eventually expanding into a five-storey Art Deco department store, a decadent, palm-decked pleasuredome that sold everything from fringed lamps and leopard-print négligées to bottles of shampoo and tins of baked beans. Ever democratic, ‘Big Biba’ was one of the first stores that allowed customers to try makeup on before buying it, and even Hollywood stars could be spotted stripping off in the communal changing rooms (one time, a pregnant Barbara Streisand). The aspiration level was high. The prices, crucially, stayed low.

Possibly too low, as within a year Biba’s finances hit the skids and the business was sold to Dorothy Perkins. But the brand had influence far beyond its awning. Any time you’ve craved suede knee-high boots or a vision-obscuring fringe or admired the style merit of flamingoes, it was probably at least partly down to Biba. More than just clothes, Biba was a cultural moment. And like all great cultural moments, it echoes.

In 2009, Hulanicki designed a collection for Topshop. After the last of my university finals, I pegged it to the store and bought one of her dresses – bright coral with puffed sleeves and a print-like bacteria under a microscope. I wore it and loved it for a few blissful months, until it shrunk in the wash, the crêpe started pulling at the seams, and it was relegated to the recycling pile. Lo, the legend was complete.

As fast fashion has gathered pace over the past five decades, the democratisation of style has been the main point in its favour. Perhaps the only point in its favour, you could argue, but one that definitely can’t be ignored. They might thrive online rather than on Kensington High Street, but in many ways Boohoo, Missguided and Pretty Little Thing are Biba reincarnate. Fashion for young women, fun women, skint women, impatient women, women who see no reason they shouldn’t be able to dress exactly like their heroes, be they Meghan Markle or Molly-Mae from Love Island. Not just women either, and not only the bright young things with time on their hands and beauty on their side. Everyone! Fast fashion is for everyone. That’s the promise, so where’s the catch?

Over time, fashion has become an outward display of culture and identity woven tight into the fabric of our society, and one in which we’re all expected to participate – so it makes sense that we’ve wanted accessible options, and grabbed them with both hands when they’ve arrived. ‘Fast fashion has allowed all segments of society, irrespective of class, income or background to engage in the hedonistic and psychogenic pleasures of fashion,’ Dr Mark Sumner of Leeds University School of Design told the government’s Environmental Audit Committee.13 ‘At no other time in human history has fashion been so accessible to so many people across our society.’

Our society. There’s the catch.

Because while fast fashion here may have been a great leveller, at least as far as income is concerned, elsewhere it’s having a starkly different effect.

These days only a tiny fraction of our clothes are made in Britain, with the vast bulk of garment production offshored – mainly to developing nations such as China, Indonesia, India and Bangladesh, where labour is cheap, hours are brutal and workers have little power to resist. As shoppers carry on chasing the best bargains around the internet, the fashion industry carries on ‘chasing the cheapest needle’ around the world. On it goes and faster it gets, until it’s virtually impossible to extricate supply from demand. We keep buying it, so they keep making it. They keep making it, so we keep buying it. It’s hard to see exactly where most blame lies, but one thing is clear: someone needs to be first to slam on the brakes.

While Biba customers frolicked in their hip Victoriana (see, fashion has always been a rehash!), their parents and grandparents, actual Victorians, were probably bewildered. Back then, a new outfit represented an investment of time as well as money. Hours spent, weeks waited, hems and seams altered over the years as fashion changed, or you did.

Not so much now. Now, we use ‘shop’ as a verb almost entirely detached from its results. ‘In case you fancy a shop!’ is the message that gets sent round those email chains of Black Friday discount codes. Or did, until it became cooler to talk loudly about how you’ll be in your underground bunker thinking about capitalism.

And when it comes to shopping, it’s easy to slip into another modern habit – the one where we reframe our behaviour as noble and good and actually fine, fiiiiiiine – rather than being arsed to stop doing it. Treating ourselves to something pretty can be nattily repackaged as self-care. ‘Being kind to ourselves’. Why should we change our behaviour, we might ask, when life is so hard and clothes are so nice, and anyway it’s the industry that’s to blame?

Well, it’s a fair point. While deep down we know that there’s probably more to self-love than sinking further into your overdraft with yet another wrap dress, hauling ourselves over the coals doesn’t achieve much either. (Please see: terrible).

‘There’s being informed, and then there’s self-flagellation. It’s always a really fine balance between the two,’ agrees Sophie Slater, co-founder of ethical feminist fashion label Birdsong and one of my favourite voices of reason in the industry. Like many of the sustainable fashion advocates I’ve spoken to in this book, she believes there’s too much burden placed on consumers, and not nearly enough on the fashion industry or the bodies that should be regulating it.

‘They’re making, what, eight billion garments a year? And that’s more than we could ever wear,’ she says. ‘It’s about big companies churning out literally billions of items of clothing and then spending billions of pounds making you want them.’

It’s a system that fails consumers too. ‘Fast fashion brands rip off people on lower incomes, because they don’t deliver decent products,’ adds Slater. ‘You have to buy them again and again and again. It’s not the consumer’s fault at all, nobody should be shamed – we all do what we feel we need to do to survive.’

We can only do the best we can do.

Of course, the fashion chains could argue the same thing. They’re doing what they need to do to survive in a retail landscape where everyone’s too scared to take their foot off the pedal. When you consider that retailers like Zara can get a garment from the drawing board to the shop floor in as little as ten days, it’s hardly surprising some of the clothes aren’t worthy of a longer lifespan.14 If designers and manufacturers had a little longer to mull things over, do you think we’d have seen The Summer of the Cold Shoulder Top circa 2014? Really?

Or, if we’re feeling generous to the fashion brands, we could go a step higher and blame our neoliberal, market-driven government. After all, our shopping habits are driven by another unlikely influencer: the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Successive chancellors may not know how to style a slip dress, but they are keen to keep us buying them, along with anything else that brings in precious tax revenue. When we read about the ‘death’ of the British high street, it’s often laced with blame – as though it’s our public duty to shop till we drop, lest the economy does instead.

By this point the argument begins to feel like the giant tangled pile of tights in my second drawer.
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