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Fashion, its
Sacrifice Zone,
and SustainabilitySandra Niessen

Abstract
This article proposes a revision to the customary framework of sustain-
ability that is being used by dress scholars, environmental activists and
policy makers, so that it includes the putative “non-fashion” clothing
traditions of the world. Why, until now, the traditions of the Other
have been systematically undervalued and obscured is explained from a
decolonial perspective. They constitute a “sacrifice zone” of fashion, the
emergence of which is connected to the ethnocentrism embedded in
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the fashion system and fashion scholarship. This failing is a legacy of
the colonial era that has been insufficiently addressed but rather
obscured by layers of theory and practice. Only by recognizing and cor-
recting systemic ethnic bias, and thereby eliminating the sacrifice zone
of fashion, can the fashion industry achieve sustainability. The article
concludes with a call for a radical re-writing of fashion history.

KEYWORDS: sustainability, racism, fashion, sacrifice zone,
colonial legacy

You can’t have climate change without sacrifice zones, and you
can’t have sacrifice zones without disposable people, and you
can’t have disposable people without racism. (Hop Hopkins)

This special issue of Fashion Theory on decolonial fashion is being pre-
pared while demonstrations take place around the world. People of
every age, race, and nationality are standing in solidarity with repressed
and unfairly treated black people to insist that Black Lives Matter.
Rarely, in recent times in the West, have the effects of systemic racism
been more forcefully thrust to the forefront. The movement has sparked
conversations everywhere about how to see, acknowledge and redress
unfair policies and practices.

This special issue is also being prepared during a pandemic. Thinkers
and activists around the world are urging governments, businesses, and
policy-makers to make use of the lull in economic activity that has come
as a consequence of lock-down, to craft an economic re-start that will
address and mitigate the harm incurred to the physical environment by
“business as usual.”

The crises around environment and racism are increasingly being
linked and nowhere more clearly than relative to sacrifice zones: physical
locations that are designated expendable for the sake of economic activ-
ity. The zones entail both ecocide and racism because the landscapes and
their associated populations are destroyed in the process. The number
and size of these zones is so overwhelming that they are altering the face
of the earth, and the very nature of life on the planet. Increasingly the
public is being warned that sustainability is not just a matter of ecological
footprint. It cannot be achieved unless there is racial justice and systems
of patriarchy and white supremacy are dismantled.1

The fashion industry is environmentally destructive on a massive scale.
With the CO2 emissions of the industry estimated at around 10% glo-
bally,2 the level of toxins spilled into water, soil and air, deforestation,
land degradation, animal and labor exploitation, and the immense prob-
lem of waste due to runaway industrial production, consumption and dis-
posal of clothing, the fashion industry has become an existential threat. A
more-or-less standard framework has emerged to pull the fashion system
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in line with the earth’s carrying capacity and (inter-)governmental agree-
ments on permissible levels of emissions and toxicity. The foremost
emphasis is placed, therefore, on the materials and energy used in fashion.
There are experiments with new materials including fibers and dyes,
revised farming and production methods, expanding recycling strategies,
and measures being introduced to reduce energy consumption during
manufacturing and transportation.3 Countless consumer groups are
advocating reduced clothing purchases, at-home repair and recycling.
Recognizing, “Today’s textile industry is built on an outdated linear,
take-make-dispose model and is hugely wasteful and polluting,” the Ellen
MacArthur Foundation is working on circularity in fashion (2017).4

The issue of justice in the fashion industry is framed by-and-large in
labor terms. To address unfair practices, the United Nations has devel-
oped a Fashion Industry Charter for Climate Action5 and the ILO has
set standards related to collective bargaining, compulsory and child
labor, racial discrimination, hours of work, safety and wages.6 The
Rana Factory collapse in Bangladesh in 2013 was a clarion call to do
something about the egregious exploitation of the (mostly female) gar-
ment workers, the scale of that problem commensurate with the obscene
scale of fashion production/consumption. During the corona pandemic,
when fashion sales and production dropped precipitously, fashion sus-
tainability and exploitation once again hit the top of the news as mil-
lions of workers were sloughed off without food or pay and often no
homes to return to, and their expendability, characteristic of sacrifice
zones, more evident than ever.

From this, it is clear that labor exploitation and sustainability in the
fashion industry are linked. However, the issue of ethnic/racial bias in
fashion runs deeper and is more complicated and largely obscured by
the way fashion is framed, the way it functions and the materials with
which it works. In this article, I explore the convergence of sustainabil-
ity and ethnic/racial bias in fashion in a different way. I argue that fash-
ion creates its own kind of sacrifice zones. To achieve a just and
sustainable fashion, these zones must be eliminated. This, in turn, calls
into question the future of fashion.

Fashion is as fashion does, and it began with
eurocentrism

White supremacy is so pervasive that it’s hard to even know that
it’s there. (Hop Hopkins)

For centuries, ethnocentric bias has been expressed by fashion. To illus-
trate this, I harken back to an early definition of fashion, penned during
the colonial era by a German sociologist/philosopher, Georg Simmel
(1858–1918). An elite intellectual of comfortable, private means, he
lived during the Enlightenment when the notion of human progress
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prevailed and Europe situated itself at the zenith of cultural develop-
ment. Colonization supported this positioning by supplying Europe with
the means to reify its superior status. Simmel saw fashion as a signal
and expression of European superiority. He contrasted fashion with all
clothing that was not consistent with that conceit, pointing out that
European fashion styles change quickly while all the other clothing
expressions in the world, from tribal to peasant, are hampered by trad-
ition and exemplify stasis and therefore constitute non-fashion. White
skin was as unquestionably part of European cultural superiority as
fashionable clothing. In Simmel’s day, cross-cultural comparison was ad
hoc and his “study” was from the armchair. Proof was derived from
circular reasoning.

Simmel’s definition of fashion offers a glimpse into his times and the
European clothing system that he saw around him. By now, his charac-
terization should be read as an historical document but, significantly,
this is often not the case. Although untested empirically, the central dis-
tinguishing feature of fashion that he proposed—comparatively rapid
style change through time—continues to be taught in fashion education
programs to distinguish “fashion” from “non-fashion.”7 Moreover, in
the real world of fashion, runways promote what is popularly regarded
as badges of progress, civilization, and status. The word “fashion” con-
tinues to be associated with the upper end of a dualistic conception of
culture. Although this dualism may not be subscribed to consciously or
intentionally, it has shaped the way fashion works.8 On a global scale,
cities and nations that have historically fallen “outside fashion” vie for
status recognition (and economic gain) by developing fashion centers
(Jansen 2016; Niessen 2010; Skov 2003; Teunissen 2005). In my cri-
tique of this bifurcated notion of fashion published in 2016, I urged
scholars to explore why this fallacy is so persistent, so that it would not
continue to inform present and future fashion studies (Niessen 2016,
211). While strides are being taken, it is disappointing to note custom-
ary fashion thinking has now shaped the frame of fashion sustainability.
Black Lives Matter makes clear that this has to change.

One global perspective

… the new system can’t come from the failures of the past.
(Eric Holthaus)

I begin with the matter of inclusiveness in fashion’s purview. There have
been various calls, in reaction to the Eurocentric writing of fashion his-
tory, for a “whole” fashion inclusive of all the traditions in the world
(Baizerman, Eicher, and Cerny 1996; Jansen 2016; Niessen 2003a; Slade
2016). That the call is being increasingly heard is evident most notably
in the appearance of the Encyclopedia of World Dress and Fashion
(Eicher 2010) and innovative attempts to re-write fashion history (Riello
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and McNeil 2010; Slade 2009). Recently, a comparative, cross-cultural
study has been conducted to test the central tenet of Simmel’s definition
of fashion, Fashion History, A Global View (Welters and Lillethun
2018). I dwell on this publication here because it provides explanatory
background for the revision that I am proposing for the framework for
sustainability in fashion. The authors, Linda Welters and Abby
Lillethun, have concluded that “fashion as a phenomenon … occurred
historically around the world” (Welters and Lillethun 2018, 194). This
conclusion should give pause because precisely the trait that Simmel
claimed made European fashion unique and superior is being invoked
here as proof that fashion has something fundamental in common with
all clothing systems. The authors claim a breakthrough: “… the field is
at a turning point… the time is right to reconceptualize fashion… .”
(Welters and Lillethun 2018, 195).

The discovery that change is a universal feature within the universal
human proclivity to dress and adorn the body (Welters and Lillethun
2018, 72) raises the obvious as yet un-posed question why Simmel’s def-
inition has been used in fashion studies for so long without being tested
empirically, and why, moreover, it has taken so long for fashion theo-
rists to acknowledge that change in dress systems is universal even while
other fields have long debunked the notion of “cold societies” without
history?9 What is it about fashion… ?

Welters and Lillethun conclude that if clothing change is universal,
this means that fashion is also universal. Why this conclusion? They
could have concluded, logically, that Simmel was wrong about style
change through time being a defining feature of fashion. They would
then have been obliged to find a new and valid definition for that
Western dress phenomenon. Another logical option that the authors did
not select, is that their study has proved that Western fashion is not a
unique category of dress.10 On the face of things, a multi-billion-dollar
industry underscores the existence of Western fashion and stands in the
way of drawing such a conclusion. The authors chose not to question
the veracity of the central characterization of fashion: “style change
through time,” and so, unproblematized, the fashion category was given
the a priori status that Simmel had given to it, making inevitable the
conclusion that fashion is a human universal:

Fashion, as applied to dress, is commonly described as changing
forms of dress that are adopted by a group of people at a certain
time and place… (Welters and Lillethun 2011, xxv)

This definition is not time or place specific… (Welters and
Lillethun 2018, 4)

There is a problem here, however. The authors fail to address the
fact that the definition of fashion was founded on a diametric oppos-
ition, and that this was a symptom of the European colonial project
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of Othering. In showing that change is universal, the Welters and
Lillethun study also demonstrates that the Eurocentric definition of
fashion was a rationale, constructed after-the-fact. Nevertheless, they
do not dissect the need to emphasize Western superiority in the defin-
ition of fashion. Fashion, in Simmel’s time, for example, stood in con-
trast to non-fashion. This is key. When fashion has been constituted
in the West relative to an Other, can that dualism simply be waived
and the term “fashion” be given universal scope? Can fashion be dis-
sociated from its Eurocentric origins or is it time to tear it down from
its pedestal? By failing to examine this issue, the authors obscure fash-
ion’s role in colonialism and capitalism, and they add another layer of
denial. The first denial inherent in fashion is non-fashion, a refusal to
acknowledge the merits and validity of clothing traditions of the
Other. The second one is the denial that the original denial has had
any impact.

Fashion does far more than construct dynamic visual parades of
style change through time. That is the attention-grabbing window dress-
ing that sometimes gives fashion its frivolous reputation. Underlying
that parade, there are issues called up by fashion’s bifurcated definition
that are deep, pernicious, largely unquestioned and have been inherited
and perpetuated by generation upon generation of fashion study; they
constitute a facet of the systemic racial bias in fashion and, like the
non-fashion category, are mostly obscured by the discourse and appear-
ance of fashion. Racism in fashion is currently being framed in the
media in terms of difficulties in the labor force: the ceilings black peo-
ple hit up against when they want to rise in the fashion hierarchy (rela-
tively new in the media, for example, Elan 2020; Rossum 2020a,
2020b), and unfair labor practices (more frequent in the media). This
article is a plea for fair fashion to acknowledge that the fashion indus-
try produces sacrifice zones consistent with the Eurocentric/ethnocentric
definition of fashion. Although not acknowledged, relations with non-
fashion have always been central to the workings of fashion. They need
to be central, too, in the framework for addressing fashion
sustainability.

Fashion’s silent sacrifice zones

For capitalism to function properly, it requires inequality.
(Eric Holthaus)

I propose that the vicinities/cultures classified as having “non-fashion,”
a construct of colonial and capitalist fashion, be recognized as “fashion
sacrifice zones.” Sacrifice zones are resource-rich lands, generally associ-
ated with minority communities that are considered dispensable and
exploited for economic gain. Rather than expendable physical land-
scapes, fashion sacrifice zones are dress traditions, and their makers,
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associated with fashion’s Other half, that are destroyed for and by the
expansion of industrial fashion. These zones facilitate industrial expan-
sion because they are a source of cheap labor and also indigenous design
(commonly appropriated) important for style change. They also serve as
markets when indigenous dress is replaced with industrially produced
dress. And finally, they are the major sites of waste disposal, including
secondhand clothing (Rodgers 2015).

Ameliorating the problem means respecting that traditions of the
Other have a right to exist. For fashion scholars, this means learning
how non-fashion peoples and their traditions have been systematically
erased from view, and then developing strategies to actively redress
what Western fashion has sacrificed.

Silencing is a characteristic reaction to sacrifice zones, a looking
away, a refusal to see. The book entitled Before they Pass Away, by
Jimmy Nelson (2013), although an art book and not a fashion book,
illustrates how fashion silences. Nelson’s seductively beautiful images of
indigenous peoples wearing their most exquisite regalia are set in the
frame of inevitable loss and disappearance: there is no stopping
the march of progress. The book elicits admiration and resignation from
the reader, a sense that the reader is lucky to be able to at least witness
the great clothing traditions of the Other, albeit the last of them. The
message is that the traditions are doomed. The capacity of the fashion
system to deflect attention toward exquisite visuals is one of its distinct-
ive powers of silencing: celebrating the beauties of the non-fashion realm
in a highly visible way, while exploiting and destroying them, unseen
through Western eyes, behind the scenes. As the decolonial thinker,
Malcolm Ferdinand, pointed out, “to create a more egalitarian, more
just world … we must reconsider things that have been silenced”
(Wright 2020).

An inclusive understanding of dress in the whole world must encom-
pass both the Western fashion system and its non-fashion counterpart,
with which it, throughout history, has always been together in a cheek-
to-jowl dance. The focus of fashion scholars has been almost exclusively
on fashion. The missing chapters in a whole fashion history will come
largely, then, from that which is deemed non-fashion and the perspec-
tives of those in fashion’s sacrifice zones. This involves far more than
descriptions of clothing systems that share traits found in Western fash-
ion, but also entails the presentation of Other clothing systems in their
own right and on their own terms. In addition, the nexus between fash-
ion and non-fashion, must receive its due, which means attention to
how, through time, fashion and non-fashion have faced off, the interac-
tions and mutual influencing that have occurred between the two
domains (Niessen 2016, 214, 216). This has yet to be suffi-
ciently explored.
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Terms of colonial erasure

We need to fix the systems that make us think that some lives are
worth less than others, and that the exploitation—of people, or
resources—is ever ok. (Eric Holthaus)

Some of the systemic de-valuing and obscuring of fashion’s sacrifice
zones occurs through language. By way of illustration, I explore the
terms “world fashion,” “craft,” and “fashion globalization” to show
how the inhering perspective is incorporated in the accepted framework
of sustainability in fashion briefly sketched above.

The term “world fashion” was coined to designate the “dress of
ordinary people” including apparel items such as “jeans, sweatshirts,
T-shirts, trench coats, parkas, trousers, skirts, blouses, shirts, blazers,
business suits, school uniforms, and athletic shoes” rooted in
Euro-American heritage, but now found across the globe (Eicher 1995,
4; Eicher and Sumberg 1995, 300). The emphasis here is consistent with
a positivist analysis of style change through time; the authors considered
this designation timely because, due to their adoption globally, the
Western dress forms could hardly be accurately labeled “Western” any-
more. Nevertheless, the designation could scarcely be more contradict-
ory because “world fashion” really does reference Western dress styles
and in real time the emergence of “world fashion” has been serving to
eliminate Other dress systems of the world.

Simply put, “world fashion” marks the moment when the Other
started to “dress like we do in the West.” The term betrays the perspec-
tive of the Western fashion theorist—just as the Welters and Lillethun
study does by looking for the presence of a Western fashion trait in the
attire of the Other. The starting question: how similar is the Other to
“us?” already blocks out the view of the Other. Second, the neutrality
of the term “world fashion” contrasts with the tumultuous circumstan-
ces that have led, and are still motivating indigenous peoples everywhere
on the globe, to forego systems of dress emergent in their own culture
and adopt the dress of the West.11 One only has to try to imagine cir-
cumstances that would compel oneself to give up one’s own way of
dressing, to come to the insight that this process is not as simple as
changing one’s shirt. The emergence of the phenomenon of “world fash-
ion”—and also the categorization—speaks loudly about where the dom-
inant centers of global power are located.

My own research to understand why “world fashion” became the
dominant clothing form for the Batak people of Sumatra, Indonesia,
took me back more than a century to find the antecedents and triggers
of change (Niessen 1993, 2003a). I learned that the switch to “world
fashion” was not accompanied by a drumroll, but was a gradual, com-
plex, build-up of many cultural factors both exogenous and endogenous.
From the perspective of the West, it was a watershed moment but it
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would have gone unnoticed had it not been accompanied by that visual
signal that was recognizable in the West. The term “world fashion”
obscures non-fashion history, the myriad historical events and other vis-
ual signs leading up to that (for the West) recognizable event and the
social, political, and economic processes involved in the selection of
“world fashion.”

Conversion to “world fashion” is significant in the context of sus-
tainability because it is about far more than the adoption of a Western
style of dress. It implies expansion in the market for Western clothing,
which, in turn, implies increased reliance on fossil hydrocarbons. In
2017, fossil hydrocarbon-based synthetic fibers such as polyester, nylon,
and acrylic accounted for 62 percent of the world fiber market and that
percentage continues to rise (Use of synthetic fibers on the rise globally
2017). Conversion to “world fashion” therefore intersects with fossil
fuel sacrifice zones. In addition, the adoption of “world fashion” implies
a shift away from local land-based knowledge, systems and materials of
clothing production, and intersects with plantation economies such as
related to cotton production. In addition, “expendable peoples” ousted
from sacrifice zones lose their ability to perpetuate their own lifestyles
and forms of dress and are forced to rely on clothing available through
trade. If the industrial fashion system were to reduce the size of its eco-
logical footprint but “world fashion” continued to expand, the gains
being made would be offset.

There also appear to be strong connections between the decline in
indigenous systems of dress and (until COVID-19) the waxing labor
pool for Western clothing production. By way of illustration, a short
vignette from the Batak area of North Sumatra where the introduction
of Western apparel (“world fashion”) has caused a steady decline in the
weaving arts.

Mrs. Sitio stopped weaving in her village to look for a labor job
on Java. She spent her last, borrowed cent to get herself and her
family there. She was married to a farmer and had three young
children. Her true longing, she told me, was to weave the most
beautiful textiles in her own textile tradition. But the market had
fallen out of her textile tradition and she was weaving for the
neighboring Karo tradition, where the market was also going into
a slump. Everybody was wearing Western clothes. At first, those
clothes were a way to ‘get ahead’ in the world: find jobs, climb
social and political ladders, fit into the scene at church.
Eventually, though, there was no more choice. All around her,
everybody was poor. Nobody could afford the finest of their own
clothing tradition anymore, which had become rare, and nobody
felt comfortable dressing in the style of the ancestors. Mrs. Sitio
wove more and faster and earned less and less. Finally, she
reached her limit; she had no other choice but to search for
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another source of income. I wonder if Mrs. Sitio is now a
garment worker making my clothes? Making your clothes? What
has been her fate with the onset of COVID-19? She won’t have
been able to return to North Sumatra; the journey is too
expensive. And would there be a roof and enough food for her in
the village if and when she returned?

The last time I went to visit her, I found her weaving equipment
lying in a puddle in a corner of the shed. It had begun to rot. It
was heirloom equipment that had been passed down from
generation to generation, but the remaining family did not know
what to do with it. They admired Mrs. Sitio’s weaving skill—but
they didn’t want to walk in her shoes. She was a culture hero,
perpetuating their heritage—and she paid the price by living in
poverty. … With her move, her society lost another weaver; their
numbers are dwindling fast. A craft is dying out, and with it
another clothing tradition. Her children will not grow up in their
ritual community and will lose touch with their language, religion,
family and region of origin. Grandparents will not be able to
share with their grandchildren; stories, recipes, old ways,
knowledge of nature and culture will not get passed down.
(adapted from Niessen 2020, n.p.)

To what extent does the Western garment industry require the obso-
lescence of indigenous clothing systems to expand its labor pool? An
estimated 80 million people, most of them women, are employed in the
global garment industry; the number doubled in the last 15 years.12

Whence this pool of labor and what are the impacts for indigenous
dress and culture? Fashion scholars interested in the fashion dynamics
of the whole world would be keeping track of this. A recent study has
calculated that at the consumption levels of The Netherlands, an average
of almost two fully employed people are needed to meet the needs of
each inhabitant and that this work is carried out primarily outside the
nation where wages are so low that the workers themselves cannot
afford to consume what they produce (Schenderling and Olthaar 2019).
Modern, obscured slavery. Fashion Revolution, through its “Who Made
My Clothes?” campaign,13 is effectively raising awareness of exploit-
ative labor conditions for the women who work in the garment indus-
try, but the non-fashion half of the bifurcated fashion system is left out
of their fashion framework, an oversight symptomatic of the colonial
definition of fashion. This contributes to the silencing of the non-fashion
area, a story of cultural loss in addition to pain and exploitation.

A common response to the issue of labor for the Western clothing
industry is “At least it gives them an income,” a response that illustrates
how systemic erasure builds up, layer upon layer. Non-fashion, its value,
and its inverse relationship to garment manufacturing (the more the

868 Sandra Niessen



manufacture of Western clothing grows, the more non-fashion shrinks)
all fail to enter the cognitive frame of the paternalistic attitude towards
poor garment workers, who should be glad for the crumbs that drop
down to them as a consequence of Western consumption. What is more,
the historic relations that have led to the non-viability of indigenous
economics and culture, including craft and indigenous clothing, are
obscured when these labor jobs are conceived to be a “blessing” even
when the labor conditions are appalling. The shift to “world fashion” is
a canary in the coalmine of indigenous dress traditions. Similarly, the
term “garment workers” obscures the circumstances pushing women to
take those jobs.

“Craft” is another term that obscures indigenous systems of dress
(Baizerman, Eicher, and Cerny 1996) as evident from the vignette about
Mrs. Sitio above. Mrs. Sitio wove to produce ritual attire. Calling it
“craft” situates it relative to industrial clothing production in an infer-
ior, less consequential, past-tense frame. Unlike “dress,” the term
“craft” references technique and economic marginality, hobby pastimes
and increasingly, in Indonesia, a tourist lure. If decades ago, in Asia,
“craft” served as a fallback activity in times of economic misfortune
(Pye 1988), it appears that that buffer is eroding and craft is failing to
serve as the refuge it once offered, such as for garment workers who
lose their factory jobs as a consequence of COVID-19. Ashoke
Chatterjee, advisor to the Crafts Council of India, perceives that the
weakened craft sector is a victim of a colonial notion of progress: “As
we look back, we can see the [governmental] neglect of rural India… .
Artisans were being discounted because rural India was being dis-
counted. With it came an acceptance of migration into urban slums as
an indicator of ‘progress’ for the millions—artisans among them…”

(Chatterjee 2020). Fashion production is currently being touted as a
modern opportunity for craft rescue, revival and preservation, but it
may be little more than extending the arm of industry to the villages
where there are specialized skills, rather than bringing the
“craftswomen” to the factory or sweatshop to become
“garment workers.”

There appears to be a chain of expendability: local production of
indigenous clothing gives way to craft commodification to supplement
family income, which in turn is abandoned for factory work when the
craft market goes into decline, and subsequently cannot serve as a fall-
back for factory workers who are laid off when Western fashion con-
sumption shrinks. The sacrifice zone of fashion expands as the fashion
industry expands with, it appears, diminishing options for the non-
fashion maker. More redress is needed than ensuring they receive their
final wage during the COVID-19 crisis. What is more, when craft tech-
nical and design knowledge go into sharp decline, as was the case for
Mrs. Sitio, who did not know how to weave textiles in her own
tradition, craft loses its capacity altogether to serve as a cultural/social/
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economic refuge. This is when the conceptual erasure of indigenous
dress becomes permanent erasure in fact.

Unless non-fashion is valued, sacrifice zones will continue to exist,
the nexus with Western fashion will remain obscured and there will be
no fashion justice. If fashion is parasitic and destroys its host (non-fash-
ion), then sustainability must not just be about the impact of clothing
production on the biosphere, but about the nature of fashion itself.

The term “world fashion” is appliqu�ed with contradictory layers. It
is Western dress that reifies itself as the dress of the world by eroding
the possibility of heterogeneity of dress in the world. I propose an alter-
native definition that places the emphasis on embedded relations rather
than style change: Western-style dress, adopted by virtue of a scale of
mental, social, political and/or economic coercion so massive and
undeniable that it is found throughout the world, symptomatic of global
economic and political relations.14

In time, not just Western dress takes root in the non-fashion locales,
but also the fashion system, whereby the West-Rest dichotomy, always
heuristic and conceptual, becomes more complicated by a proliferation
of new hierarchies, relations and conceptual realities in both the original
fashion and non-fashion zones. How fashion globalizes and operates
deserves separate treatment far beyond the scope of this article. Suffice
it to point out in this context that the term, “fashion globalization,”
like “world fashion,” creates an impression of a sui generis development
and covers up endless complications in the accommodation of the seem-
ingly indomitable force of capitalist fashion.

Redressing

… all these peoples teach us that there are other options, other
possibilities, other ways of thinking and interacting with the
earth. This is an idea that can only fill us with hope.
(Wade Davis)

The colonial legacy of fashion interferes with the production of sustain-
able fashion at the same time as its self-proliferation throughout the
world erodes the opportunity to consult alternative (non-fashion) sys-
tems, local and sustainable, for insight into how to ameliorate the fash-
ion problem. The erosion of refuges for textile craft workers and
garment laborers spells, in turn, a loss of fashion recourse for the world.
The coloniality of fashion reduces awareness of this once vast but now
sharply declining resource as I show by way of a vignette:

Sustainability was the theme of the inaugural State of Fashion
event in 2018 in Arnhem, The Netherlands.15 Some of the
students involved were given the task of presenting their vision of
a sustainable luxury. They approached the challenge from various
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angles, taking into account waste, respect for living beings,
heritage, the industry’s history of labor exploitation as well as
personal relations to clothing. I was struck, therefore, by the
absence of any non-Western systems of dress in the discussion.
What could be a vaster array of sustainable alternatives than the
clothing traditions of the world classified as non-fashion?16 State
of Fashion was focused exclusively on the Western variant with
the ultimate goal of repairing the industrial system. I was told
that ‘Other cultures’ were beyond the scope of the event.

The fashion students went deep in their exploration of what is bro-
ken in the current system and came to the realization that unless cloth-
ing had meaning, it would continue to be disposable. Their “search for
a new luxury” (the title of the event) re-molded itself into a search for
renewed meaning. How to gain/find/give meaning to the stuff we wear,
and how to let that meaning prevail? They could have benefited from a
broad spectrum of cross-cultural examples.

Agro-economists have acknowledged the usefulness of local traditional
farming knowledge to find ways to inhabit the earth less exploitatively
but fashion scholars have not (yet?) turned to traditional knowledge to
solve the sustainability problem in fashion. Why not? Why, after centuries
of trade and interaction, glossy accounts of dress in all corners of the
earth, information in libraries and availability of flights, do fashion theo-
rists generally know so little about Other dress systems that it has taken
until 2018 to discover the almost-platitude that change is universal and
that fashion has change in common with all other systems of dress? Why
was Simmel’s definition never tested with empirical data? Whence the
momentum to cherish fashion as a separate and unique expression of
dress? Why is the existence of fashion seemingly beyond question? If it is
true that the products of industrial fashion are meaningless, why do peo-
ple make and wear them so enthusiastically? Learning to see industrial
fashion as a system of oppression that works hand in glove with an eco-
nomic system built on inequality may assist students to understand mean-
ing in the Western system of dress.

Fashion has a peculiar capacity to construct a world in its own image
and then to mystify and obscure that same construction to perpetuate
itself. These are matters addressed by Jansen in this special issue and
beyond the scope of this article, although they complement the story
that is presented here. Fashion is about the creation, visual identification
and perpetuation of inequality. Its inception created the schism between
haves and have-nots of fashion, mirroring the schism created by the eco-
nomic system during the colonial period. If sustainability means closing
the gap between fashion and non-fashion to eliminate fashion’s sacrifice
zones, can and should fashion be salvaged in the process? Ameliorating
the global environmental crises, to which it contributes massively, calls
its existence into question.
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Changing the frame: from coloniality to sustainability

Racism brought us the climate crisis, and it will take
transformative anti-racism to solve it. (Eric Holthaus)

With Fashion History, A Global View, Welters and Lillethun have
thrown down the gantlet for fashion theorists because their book begs the
question: What is fashion globalization if fashion is universal? The
answer, it would appear, is that fashion is a Western system of dress that
has proliferated around the globe, but this answer begs a new question: If
fashion is Western after all, what, then, is universal fashion, the existence
of which the authors claim to have demonstrated? There is a circularity
here and a profound irony that flies in the face of their study: if the
authors have indeed found a universal feature (style change through time)
in the universal human proclivity to dress and adorn the body, it appears
they have not proved the universality of fashion but rather shown the
necessity to come up with a new definition for the Western variant.

In this article, I have argued that the concept of non-fashion is a
symptom of colonial thought. The logical tangles surrounding the defin-
ition of fashion appear to be rooted in the need to present fashion as
distinct and unique relative to Other dress systems, equally a symptom
of coloniality. Fashion is an expression of hubris supported by an ena-
bling economic system that also lays claim to the profits to be reaped
from it. In short, non-fashion is fashion, and fashion is not fashion but
a dress system fatefully bound to an exceptional economic system.

In this article, I call for broader scope in the study of fashion.
Another kind of whole world history of dress is needed, in which the
obscured side of fashion gains equal voice, and the consequences of the
links between fashion and non-fashion are explored, including textile
crafts, industrial garment production, and expanding consumption of
industrially-produced fashion in indigenous settings. Redressing racism
in fashion is about more than making sure that people of color can rise
in the business hierarchy, that enough models of color are on the run-
way, and that garment workers are treated respectfully and earn a living
wage (Campbell and Gallina 2020).

Similarly, sustainability in fashion will strand in what I refer to as
“fashion lite” if it is envisioned as business as usual with a smaller
environmental footprint and better wages and working conditions for
workers: change without change. Eliminating fashion sacrifice zones is a
monumental task. Surely, this is a crucial way in which fashion scholar-
ship and industry must respond to the Black Lives Matter movement.
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Notes

1. For example, Hopkins (2020), Mommers (2020), Thunberg and
Valenzuela (2019).

2. https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/putting-
brakes-fast-fashion

3. Greenpeace has reviewed the toll for the United Kingdom: https://
unearthed.greenpeace.org/2019/09/12/fast-facts-about-fast-fashion/

4. https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications/a-new-
textiles-economy-redesigning-fashions-future; https://www.
commonobjective.co/article/can-fashion-stop-climate-change

5. UNFCCC https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Industry%
20Charter%20%20Fashion%20and%20Climate%20Action%
20-%2022102018.pdf

6. https://cleanclothes.org/faq/ilo
7. The real “gold” in Simmel’s definition can be found his

description of the process of fashion. He described leaders who
innovate and followers who imitate such that they are involved
relative to each other, constructing the same fashion group.

8. Black Lives Matter has generated discussion and insight into how
racism works. Individuals whether or not they self-identify as
racist, may nevertheless function in systems that were constructed
on racist principles, such as an economic system that generate
haves and have-nots, and where some people are ranked more
valuable than others. Fashion is such a structure.

9. Levi-Strauss (1952), Wolf (1982).
10. In 2003, I proposed that the term “fashion,” having no diagnostic

definition but only a feature that had been proven universal, could
be applied universally, synonymous with the neutral, umbrella
term “clothing system.” I no longer agree with my stance, having
seen the confusion that an alternate meaning of the word can
generate, and furthermore recognizing that the term is laden with
significance relative to “non-fashion.” Terminology remains a
problem, however. If fashion is one side of the coin, and non-
fashion the other, what is an appropriate term for the whole coin?
Moreover, if fashion does not exist as a unique system, except
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insofar as it is associated with capitalist economics, it still makes
sense to keep it because of that association.

11. Another description of this process goes so far as to refer to the
adopted clothing system as a gift: “Perhaps the most successful
cultural bequest from the West to the rest of the world has in fact
been precisely Western dress. Mankind is getting rapidly
homogenised by the sheer acquisition of the Western shirt and the
Western trousers. The Japanese businessman, the Arab Minister,
the Indian lawyer, the African civil servant have all found a
common denominator in the Western suit.” Ali A. Mazrui in
Welters and Lillethun (2018, 171).

12. CCC. https://cleanclothes.org/living-wages/
13. https://www.fashionrevolution.org/tag/who-made-my-clothes/
14. I enjoyed reading two Wikipedia definitions of “sacrifice zone,”

the first neutral and erasing the power structures involved, the
second taking account of the peoples and environmental costs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sacrifice_zone

1. “A sacrifice zone or sacrifice area” (also a national sacri-
fice zone or national sacrifice area) is a geographic area
that has been permanently impaired by environmental
damage or economic disinvestment. They are places dam-
aged through locally unwanted land use (LULU) causing
“chemical pollution where residents live immediately adja-
cent to heavily polluted industries or military bases.”

2. The definition of an English teacher at the International
High School at Prospect Heights in Brooklyn, New York
was “A sacrifice zone is when there is no choice in the sac-
rifice. Someone else is sacrificing people and their commu-
nity or land without their permission.” In collaboration
with the students, a more sophisticated definition was “In
the name of progress (economic development, education,
religion, factories, technology) certain groups of people
(called inferior) may need to be harmed or sacrificed in
order for the other groups (the superior ones) to benefit.”

15. State of fashion is a new quadrennial event in Arnhem, The
Netherlands. The first in the series “was designed as an
exploration of solutions for a more sustainable future of the
fashion industry…” and drew more than 27,500 visitors to more
than 50 events. The complete catalogue of the State of Fashion
2018 can be found at this link: https://stateoffashion.org/en/

16. Where a non-Western indigenous culture did appear in the slate of
events, it was in relation to the Western clothing industry, as a
supplier. However, the event was framed as collaborative and non-
exploitative, for the betterment of Western fashion and offering
potential for earnings for the South.
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