
The Anti-Capitalist Book of Fashion



Praise for Stitched Up
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Stories from Savar

Moushumi cannot sleep for the nightmares. Even during bright 
sunlit days she is haunted by memories. Young and pretty with 
a gold nose ring, Moushumi was two months into a job on the 
seventh floor, earning money to support her family. Now she 
sits at home, shoulders stooped and eyes haunted under the 
crease of a slight frown. Her small son stays close, not under-
standing why his mother no longer smiles. Four floors below 
Moushumi was Arisa, an experienced machinist in her early 
forties. She had migrated south from the city of Rangpur to 
ease her family’s financial difficulties. Still in mourning for 
her death, her three children say they will never work in a 
garment factory. A woman named Rekha tells of her niece 
who was also killed – a bright young woman of 18 named 
Dulari who took a temporary job in garments to pay for an 
education so she could get an job in an office. Next to Rekha is 
six-year-old Shamim who will not let go of his father’s trouser 
leg. After his mother Jaheda died in the collapse, his ten-year-
old sister went to live with their grandmother in the village but 
Shamim is too distraught to leave his father’s side for fear he 
will also be taken.

* * *

Situated in Savar, an industrial district on the outskirts of 
Dhaka, the Rana Plaza factory complex was an eight-storey 
building housing five garment factories. This overcrowded, 
poorly built complex became a symbol of global inequality 
when, on 24 April 2013, it collapsed in on itself – its strain-
ing internal pillars buckling and cracking under the weight of 
too many storeys, too many machines and bales of cloth, too 
many human beings packed in tight rows.
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Considered the deadliest unintended structural failure of 
modern times, global trade unions called Rana Plaza a mass 
industrial homicide. An estimated 1,138 people were killed. 
Thousands more were trapped in the rubble – some of whom 
had to self-amputate their own limbs before they could be 
pulled free. For the world outside of Dhaka, when the TV 
screens lit up, the death of so many people and the brutal 
injury of thousands more exposed a truth: the world has been 
twisted to value objects more than human life and dignity.

As the wreckage was cleared away by day labourers with 
baskets of rubble on their heads, the catastrophe showed an 
industry out of control – where illegally constructed build-
ings crack under the weight of people and machinery while 
fashion brands make billions in profits. Where millions of 
impoverished women in the modern world work as machine 
operators and garment quality inspectors, pressing shirts and 
snipping loose threads six days a week while billionaires buy 
super-yachts.

Twenty-nine global brands were identified as having recent 
or current orders with at least one of the garment factories 
in the Rana Plaza building. These brands included Primark, 
Matalan, Benetton, Mango, C&A, Walmart, The Children’s 
Place, and KiK.1 Primark later admitted it had done two safety 
audits of Rana Plaza and given the building a clean bill of 
health. That the building was a death trap was common local 
knowledge. Major cracks had appeared the day before the 
collapse and workers did not want to go to work because of the 
danger. On that April morning workers argued with managers 
on the forecourt in front of the building, resisting the idea that 
they should even set foot inside. Their resistance led to argu-
ments and finally to an ultimatum: go in and get to work or 
lose a month’s pay. For a Bangladeshi garment worker, losing 
a month’s pay represents hunger and eviction, it is a cruel 
impossibility. That moment on the forecourt should never 
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be forgotten as it holds another eternal truth – the fashion 
industry places more value on the clothes it sells than on the 
lives of the people making them.

Rana Plaza is a catastrophe that belongs to those who died 
that day. To the mothers who never found the bodies of their 
daughters, the small children who spent the aftermath shad-
owing their remaining parent. The medics, rickshaw drivers, 
and students who rushed to help pull people from the rubble. 
The workers whose limbs were crushed and amputated, and 
those whose scars are not visible until you look into their eyes. 
Regardless of where you come from or who you are, however, 
there are two things everyone can understand and act upon: 
Rana Plaza was not an accident and the conditions that caused 
the death of at least 1,138 people are still with us today.

I wrote most of the first edition of this book in 2012 and 
completed it before the collapse took place. But even then, 
Bangladesh was the world’s second-largest garment producer, 
churning out billions of pieces of clothing each year and 
attracting international brands with its super-low wages, lack 
of employment benefits, and poor health and safety. Prior to 
Rana Plaza there had already been a string of disasters in Ban-
gladesh’s garment industry, culminating in the Tazreen factory 
fire that killed 112 people six months earlier. Yet business con-
tinued as usual.

For campaigners and labour rights activists in Bangladesh, 
the horror of Rana Plaza had long been on the horizon. So, 
despite writing Stitched Up (my earlier book on which this 
book is based) before Rana Plaza collapsed, this book is, 
was, and will always be in one sense an attempt to answer 
the question – why did it collapse? This book looks at this 
question not just as one of building safety in Bangladesh, nor 
one of the problem of fast-fashion, nor one of single bad com-
panies or evil billionaires. As much as this is a book about the 
fashion industry, this is also a book about capitalism: a vicious, 
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unequal economic system whose depraved cruelty breeds 
violence and destruction. Fashion is so intertwined with cap-
italism that there would be no fashion industry without the 
capitalist exploitation of the Global South, of women, of 
migrant labour, of racist colonial trade practices. You cannot 
understand fashion until you comprehend capitalism.

Just as Rana Plaza was no accident, nor is it historical. It was 
supposed to be the watershed that changed the fashion industry 
forever and yet the attitude of fashion brands towards Rana 
Plaza is mirrored by their approach to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
In parallel with Rana Plaza we see the same truth in 2021, that 
clothes are more valued that human life. For all the fancy 
greenwashing brochures written by overpaid ‘sustainability’ 
executives, nothing has changed. Multinational corporations 
have responded to Covid-19 by bringing thousands of small 
factories to their knees with cancelled or withheld payments. 
Across the industry, in Guatemala, Honduras, India, Indone-
sia, Cambodia, and Myanmar, garment workers have sickened 
and died while stitching hoodies, leggings, jeans, T-shirts, and 
bras. Only last week, a question from a garment worker in 
India was relayed to me: ‘Why do I have to die making clothes 
for foreigners?’

Eight years after Rana Plaza we still witness the expectation 
that risk, either in the global economy or on the factory floor, 
should be borne by the world’s poorest people. As with Rana 
Plaza, those picked to be made so unbearably unsafe during 
Covid-19, those whose lives have been weighed and found to 
be worth less than profit, are overwhelmingly women in the 
poorest parts of the Global South. And as with Rana Plaza, 
they have faced the same ultimatum. Work in a death trap or 
starve. Before this crisis has even ended we are already bearing 
witness to the next planetary juggernaut of climate change 
which, if we do not act, will play out in the same fashion 
with billions of people across the Global South offered up 
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as a human sacrifice. We must act collectively and act fast to 
reclaim our planet and categorically end this unequal, undig-
nified, failure of a system once and for all.

* * *

There exists a conceptual impurity to the word ‘fashion’,2 an 
impurity that some may accuse this book of contributing to. 
This book includes discussions of companies ranging from 
Chanel to Walmart, Louboutin to Tesco. I have not written 
separate books on ‘high’ fashion and ‘high-street’ fashion but 
have placed the two together. I have taken this approach for 
several reasons. First, there is a shrinking distinction between 
high fashion and high-street fashion. River Island, Topshop 
and Whistles have done shows at London Fashion Week. Sim-
ilarly J.Crew has appeared at New York and Paris Fashion 
Week has seen H&M hold a show at the Musée Rodin. 

Versace, Giambattista Valli, Stella McCartney, Lanvin, and 
Maison Martin Margiela have all done collections for H&M. 
Isaac Mizrahi, Marc Jacobs, Phillip Lim, and Prabal Gurung 
have designed for Target in the United States, and Jean Paul 
Gaultier and Karl Lagerfeld both spent time as creative direc-
tors for Coca-Cola. Famous couture houses rely more on sales 
of perfume and bath oils for their profits than $50,000 dresses.3 
Mass-produced sunglasses, ‘It Bags’, boxer shorts, cosmetics, 
designer T-shirts, and jeans with the word ‘couture ’ printed 
on the label make up the majority of profits for the ‘high 
fashion’ industry. So why discuss only the pollution caused 
by high-street brands in China when It Bags are being made 
in the factory next door?4 Why discuss only the issues of body 
image and race representation on the catwalks of Paris and 
Milan when the high street mimics the same exclusive aesthet-
ics? Why pretend overconsumption is a problem only with 
regard to the cheapest brands?
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Fashion is a form of social production. All of the materials 
and skills that give rise to great works are socially produced. 
Just as the greatest pianist needs a socially produced piano to 
play on, so the most lauded designer needs socially produced 
pencils and paper, materials, a set of skills learned from 
teachers, and a history to both follow and rebel against, not to 
mention huge assistance in the form of design teams, admin-
istrators, financiers, and, often, domestic staff.5 Numerous 
copyright lawsuits against brands like Zara show just how 
much inspiration the high street takes from high fashion. Yet 
high fashion houses also rely on the high street to popularise 
their ideas and their brand (as well as continually doing their 
own thieving).6 Ignoring social production leads to the mys-
tification of fashion. The point of this book is to unpick and 
demystify the fashion industry and its ideology not add to its 
carefully cultivated mystique. Therefore, ‘high fashion’ gets 
no special pedestal. Instead, this book uses a simple, workable 
definition of fashion: ‘changing styles of dress and appearance 
adopted by groups of people ’.7 This is an immediately contro-
versial position, one that some accuse of being Procrustean8 
(after the legend of Procrustes who chopped people ’s legs off 
to make them into an arbitrary size). Fashion, it is claimed, is 
purely a European concept indistinguishable from capitalism, 
with Burgundy in the 1400s named as the ‘cradle of fashion’.9 
While I do not dispute this analysis of the origins of fashion, I 
do take issue with the way this definition has allowed ‘fashion’ 
to be historically guarded for a demographic that is rich and 
white. There is a prevalent myth that those outside this demo-
graphic do not ‘do fashion’. That what Paris/Milan/London/
New York produce is fashion but what everyone else produces 
is just clothing or apparel. Everybody else – the vast majority 
of the world – has been relegated to being ‘people without 
fashion’, which translates to ‘people without history’.10 Julius 
Nyerere, the first president of Tanzania, stated: ‘Of the crimes 
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of colonialism there is none worse than the attempt to make 
us believe we had no indigenous culture of our own; or that 
what we did have was worthless.’ This racist approach allows 
for the dehumanisation, and therefore guiltless exploitation, 
of the Global South. As the Marxist art critic John Berger has 
written: ‘The last need of imperialism is not for raw materials, 
exploited labour and controlled markets, it is for a mankind 
that counts for nothing.’11

‘Global South’ is a relatively recent term replacing the 
terms ‘the Third World’ or ‘undeveloped countries’. It is a 
political term interlinked with globalisation and its problems. 
Anthropologist Thomas Hylland Eriksen says the term has 
come to represent countries that are ‘subject to the forces of 
global neoliberalism’ rather than the countries that impose it 
upon others. If a country benefits from the globalised neo-
liberal capitalist economy it is Global North, but if it suffers 
under this system it is Global South. But of course, inequal-
ity is not defined by borders – India has its billionaires and 
powerful elites, while Britain has its food banks, so ‘Global 
South’ should be taken more as a concept than a set of lines 
on a map.12 

Defining fashion as ‘Western’ also looks woefully out of 
date with regard to design and production as it is today. Coun-
tries as diverse as China, Colombia, India, and Nigeria have 
vibrant industries, while neoliberalism and austerity have 
downgraded European wages to the point where corporations 
are scrabbling for the attention of Chinese consumers who are 
now the third-largest market for luxury goods and are pre-
dicted to overtake everyone else in the next few years.13 For all 
of these reasons I have chosen a definition that is deliberately 
open and inclusive, material not ethereal, and which does not 
mystify the fashion industry.

The reality is far from mystical. The first time I came face 
to face with the reality of clothing production was in 2008, on 
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a research trip to Dharavi, Mumbai’s infamous and impover-
ished city-within-a-city neighbourhood which houses over a 
million people. We walked through overhung alleyways lined 
with workshops filled with child workers losing their eyesight 
as they stitched clothes. A lot of the workshops were live–work 
units with rooms housing entire families perched on top. We 
climbed a rickety ladder to speak to a line of children working 
at a loom. Other children sat on the hard wooden planks of 
the floor sewing beads onto luxury shawls. ‘Small fingers for 
difficult little beads’, our guide said shaking his head sadly.14

Later, turning a corner, the smell of goat skins hung up to 
dry in the searing sun hit the back of my throat and made me 
gag – to the amusement of the tannery workers. Skins dripped 
onto the dusty floor as around the courtyard people in work-
shops sewed bags and wove strips of leather into belts and 
jewellery.

‘Do you make things for international clients?’ I asked one 
of the workshop owners.

‘Yes, of course ’, he laughed and pointed at me. ‘For you.’
He was pointing at my belt, bought the evening before. 

Woven leather sprayed blue and gold by people I now knew 
worked without protective equipment or masks.

Since then, I have researched and visited textile, clothing, 
and footwear production sites around the world, from Bangla-
desh and Macedonia to the Topshop warehouses in Solihull. 
I have interviewed garment union leaders in Myanmar who 
have served jail time for protesting, met with survivors of 
factory fires as well as criminalised labour rights organisers, 
and exposed multinational supply chains and human rights 
abuses in fashion. I’ve watched the landscape become more 
authoritarian and dangerous, watched the CEOs turn into 
human dragons hoarding mountains of gold, and watched the 
planet tremble at the point of no return. 
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This book, therefore, will not mystify the fashion industry 
because, above all, The Anti-Capitalist Book of Fashion takes 
the position that while items from the fashion industry can 
be viewed as signs of the times or products of social con-
sciousness, they should also be seen as products of industry. A 
dress is not just a structure of meaning, it is also a commodity 
produced by a corporation and sold on the market for a profit 
at huge environmental cost. The designer is a worker whose 
work exists to enrich their company and earn them a wage – 
no matter how extravagant.15 Paris Fashion Week is just an 
expensive sales pitch.16 By analysing the fashion industry as 
an industry, The Anti-Capitalist Book of Fashion aims to keep 
the discussion of fashion firmly in the material world and to 
recognise that there is nothing academic about the struggles 
of those women and men seeking to free themselves from 
exploitation and oppression.

* * *

Early on, when I first started critiquing the fashion industry I 
was abruptly asked what right I had to write about an industry 
I had not worked in (other than the inevitable stints on various 
shop floors). My reply was that I had to write this book, that 
no one had adequately explained this omnipresent element of 
my life, that there was no single book on fashion that dealt 
with everything I wanted an end to: the terrible working con-
ditions, the environmental destruction, the eating disorders I 
have watched friends fight, the racism that fashion promotes, 
the self-loathing and the black hole of wanting that exists and 
cannot be filled no matter how much you buy. I also reject the 
idea that only people who work in the upper echelons of the 
fashion industry should write about it. Fashion corporations 
purposefully work to have an effect on all of us – their ideas 
must be answered and, where necessary, rejected. The obli-
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gation to endure gives us the right to know,17 but it also gives 
us the right – and the urgent need – to protest. Not working 
in fashion has blessed me with the freedom to write without 
worrying about future job prospects – a serious issue in an 
industry so devoid of criticism. As the photographer Nick 
Knight said: ‘An art medium without a critical forum is not a 
healthy art medium.’18

After ten years of writing about fashion, I am more con-
vinced than ever of the need for independent, critical, 
left-wing thought and action. I have not, however, written or 
rewritten this book simply in order to criticise. Writing The 
Anti-Capitalist Book of Fashion was possible only because I 
believe fashion truly is glorious and enthralling, as well as 
exasperating and terrible. The fashion industry’s creations 
are inspiring and breathtaking. It is an incredibly skilled and 
demanding artform: ‘In a society that expects from its authors 
and playwrights one or two great works in a lifetime, we take 
it in our stride when a designer does a magnificent collection 
each season.’19 For every critical word in this book there exists 
a beautifully handcrafted item that captures the spirit of its 
time. But who made these clothes and why did they not get to 
wear them?

History is taught as if the only people that existed or mattered 
were monarchs and generals. Even now, in this deeply unequal 
world, it is drilled into us that it is ‘royal’ families, CEOs, and 
celebrities who are the wealth creators and that we cannot do 
without them. Within the fashion industry we see this as the 
outdated myth that beauty and design creativity is the preserve 
of a tiny clique. A good challenge to this is Bertolt Brecht’s 
poem ‘A Worker Reads History’, which begins:

Who built the seven gates of Thebes?
The books are filled with names of kings.
Was it the kings who hauled the craggy blocks of stone?20




