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Abstract
Global accumulation of textile waste ending up in landfill, releasing multiple toxins, microplastics and Co2 into our atmosphere and oceans is a globally erupting, critical volcano.  A depleting control of the worlds’ natural resources and an inhumane, exploitation of fellow human beings in developing countries.
This essay recognises there is a disconnect between the individual and the realisation of the devastating impact of textile waste. Whist not delving deeply into the theory of the disconnect, as was my first instinct, i have focused on the unique importance of Artivism in bringing a disturbance to the disconnection, so as to re-align individuals focus on what is Real in the world, as opposed to the monotonous Realism we have been programmed to live in. 
The two key artists I have considered are Derick Melander and Jeremey Hutchinson. Both are textile artists and both use discarded textiles as a medium. Their approaches are very different, yet have equally viable results.
Key texts include, 
Fisher, M. (2022). Capitalist Realism. 
The True Cost: who pays the price for our clothing? (2015). [SHORT FILM DOCUMENTORY].
Lekakis, E.J. (2022). Consumer Activism. SAGE.
Melander, D. (2020a). Clothing Sculptures: Art From Second Hand Clothing Since 2002. [online] Derick Melander | Creating Clothing Sculptures Since 2002. Available at: https://derickmelander.com/ [Accessed 23 Apr. 2026].
Hutchinson, J. (2022). Info — Jeremy Hutchison. [online] Jeremyhutchison.com. Available at: https://jeremyhutchison.com/Info-1 [Accessed 28 Apr. 2026].









We must go out of our minds to come to our senses
(Timothy Leary 1960s, as cited by Watts, 2010

The quote above, as cited by Watts, highlights the concept of this essay. Consumerism and subsequent textile waste created by the textile industry and consumers, is having a critical effect on the planet to the extent that the UN has declared we only have 10 –12 years before we reach crisis point. (Watts, 2018) This essay explores the nature of consumerism and textile waste, and highlights the importance of Activism and Artivism in breaking the into the consumers ‘inattentional blindness’, through creatively presenting a ‘violation of expectations’ (Marar, Z, 2025, p28, p43) Marar uses the term ‘inattentional blindness’ to explain his theory that people only notice what they already know, making them unconsciously blind to noticing what is outside of their knowledge, or value base.

To bring a context for the need for Activism, the following facts demonstrate an ongoing ignorance to the crisis of textile waste, and its global impact. 

In 2026, statistics from a report by The Sustainable Agency citing the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) show that fashion waste from the Textile Industry accumulates to over 90 million tons a year. If this amount of waste was piled up together, it would be the tallest mountain in the world reaching 38,582ft – reaching beyond Mt Everest which is 29,032ft (The Sustainable Industry, 2026)
The textile industry is a significant contributor to climate change, on which the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change states urgent action is needed to avoid “catastrophic climate breakdown”. (IPCC data as cited by Biyada and Urbonavičius, 2025) Textile waste is responsible for 10% of the annual global production of Carbon. This is equivalent to an annual accumulation of Carbon produced from all flights and maritime transport. In 2020, Black Friday sales in the UK created the equivalent carbon of 435 London to New York return flights and were equivalent in weight to 61,308 elephants. (Haqqi, 2020, as cited by Lekakis, 2022)
The textile industry also has significant social impacts. Statistics on workforce exploitation show that in 2021 up to 50 million people in the Global South were exploited as ‘human capital’ through modern day slave labour.(Ross, 2021) By 2025 this had increased to 60,000 human beings being exploited inhumanly to produce clothing for the Global North. Being exposed to toxic chemicals, poor working conditions, long working hours, sometimes dangerous environments, bullying and violence, with less than 2% of them earning a living wage. (Helm, 2024, for Earth Day 2025)

McKinnon, J B, 2022, in his book The day the world stops shopping, states that purchased clothes accumulate to an annual mass of 50 million tons. Annually, The US spends above $250 billion on digital products, $140 billion on cosmetics and $75 billion on luggage. (Mackinnon, 2022, p7) McKinnon continues to illustrate this point “the stuff we have is now estimated to outweigh all living things on earth. Spread evenly across the surface of the world, our possessions would amount to a 50kg heap on every square meter” (Mackinnon, 2022, p8)

The role of Activism in this context is to "introduce noise into the signal as it passes from transmission to receiver” (Lekakis, 2022, p154) to interrupt the consumers conscious mind, and encourage them to notice what is going on – in their lives, community, country and globally. There are two key Artists, Derick Melander and Jeremey Hutchinson, who have used their creative voice and art to interrupt people’s inattentional blindness to address the issues of textile waste and global crisis. 

Although both artists have addressed the same issue of textile waste, their Activist approach was very different. 

Derick Melander is an American, New York based, artist who has a gentle way of creatively pointing out environmental truths. In his website biography, he writes, “As I’ve developed this body of work, clothing itself has become increasingly disposable, creating an ecological crisis of its own. Through my practice, I seek to raise awareness of textile waste and invite a more mindful engagement with the often-unconscious daily ritual of getting dressed” (Melander, 2020)

[image: ]In 2023, Melander led an Artivism called ‘Reshuffling the Sun’ A Textile sculpture made from waste clothing, that was donated by local people, and local textile suppliers. The huge, landscape sculpture was collated and constructed in a day, with Melander being helped by several local volunteers. It was constructed in a popular public Park in New York, that was also Melander's local neighborhood. Reshuffling the Sun was a clothing sculpture that was 100 x100ft and used 590 kg (93 Stone) of waste textile clothing. 
To Reshuffle The Sun, 2023
Travers Park, Queens, New York

The amount of clothing donated was phenomenal, quite overwhelming. Melander noticed this, and due to his prior research, he was able to inform people that this amount of waste clothing in New York would only take approximately 2 mins to accumulate. 

He quotes statistics from the NYC Department of Sanitation, to quantify that New Yorkers throw out 200,000 tons of clothing and textiles every year. (Melander, 2020) The sculpture was a visual prompt to help people make the connection between their own consumer behaviour and both the local and global accumulation of textile waste.

 
Melander’s first step in captivating people's interest was bringing this interactive and high-end sculpture to a neighborhood that would not be familiar with this type of art. Quite often, conceptual art is an elitist past time, or interest. The community Melander was inviting to be part of “Reshuffling the Sun’ was outside of that privilege.  Melander's Artivism was unusual and out of the ordinary, and would usually have been unattainable and confusing, but this was his first step of Activism. Melander created an interactive, excitement inducing and publicly impacting place of conversation, hope and re-direction where people were given the time to develop a ‘new dawning of realisation’ (Ziyad Marar, 2025, p43)

The sculpture became a place where people had space to make the connection between the statistics of mass textile waste that Melander gave them, and what they were physically seeing before them. Melander provided a space that encouraged thought, reflection, and conversation. It was engaging.  Maybe some people could have had Eureka moments there, but changes in behaviour  mostly take time to gain longevity, needing that reflection and interaction with others.

People could experience it individually and as a community, which deepened inter-community connection, breaking the barriers of isolation and individualism. A single person might start strong, but a collaborative and supportive community of people could bring about significant change. Lekakis, 2022, writes that consumer behavioral changes often start with the individual, but grow in the context of community, as they ‘extend into collective behaviours and become community building’ (Lekakis 2013, as cited by Lekakis, 2022, p5) Possibly presenting further opportunities for potential political change.

Marar, 2025, cites Neuro Scientist David Eagleman who explained how hard it is to ‘infect’ the brain of another person. To do this requires “hitting the small, exposed hole in the system” (David Eagleman as cited by Marar, 2025, p107) For an Activism, this small hole appears when people are exposed to something that is outside of their norm, and a 100 x100ft clothing sculpture, that provided connective and relatable statistics would have that effect. Its overarching impact that made the activism really connect with people was its placement within a local community, shared public space, where people volunteered to be part of the construction, and were encouraged to interact – initiating safe conversations. Melander's sculpture was about making connections – internally, relationally, and globally. A local bloke, with a creative and provocative message. 

There are many other equally valid forms of Activism that have had impact through bringing an ‘assault to the senses’, a creative way of stopping people and interrupting the mundane. Jeremey Hutchinsons’ approach to Activism is a genuine shock tactic; that might initially leave people speechless but would also inspire conversation at a later point. In contrast to Melander, Hutchinsons approach was enigmatic, conceptual and ‘slap in the face’ poignant.

Jeremey Hutchinson is a British artist, based in London. On his website, he writes, “In brief, I make art to challenge the tyranny of common sense. To rupture logic, collapse norms, and weaponise humour to political ends. The result is a form of radical absurdity, plunged through the surface of neoliberalism. A monster that devours itself” (Hutchinson, 2022) Far from a gentle invitation, Hutchinson creates the absurd, nonverbal but visually shouting, DaDaistic surreal approach.

Hutchinson’s Activism / Artivism is starkly intentional. His use of ‘radical absurdity’ links back to the DaDaist movement in which the sometimes ludicrous was used to challenge the complacent acceptance of the normal as a definitive principle for life. Hutchinson’s reference to Neo Liberalism is interesting as it presents the goal of his Activist voice. He silently poses the question, ‘who is responsible?’

Neo Liberalism was an ideology of the Self. Adam Smith, 1723 –1790, was a Scottish Philosopher and Economist, presented an ideology of the pursuit of self-interest and self prioritisation.
Smith observed “that in pursuit of their own self-interests, people’s efforts are “necessarily” guided as if by an “invisible hand”(McKenzie, 2020) Promotion of the self as primary focus, and at the expense of others, permits self-justification and also allots blame for ‘poor decision making’ onto others. It also reduces the value of anything not pertaining to the Self; it was an ideology whose outcome devalued people, products, freedom of speech and let the bearer be devoid of any form of responsibility for others, and of any responsibility of the outcomes of their actions. 

[image: ]Hutchinson literally gets up and personal with his ‘in your face’ approach. This particular Activist work is called ‘Dead White Man' with the following explanation,” Every year, 24 billion garments enter the secondhand clothing market: the majority of these are shipped to Africa. Most are sold in street markets, but forty percent have no market value. These are dumped, burned, or heaped on mountains of landfill. In Ghana, these garments are known as obroni wawu: ‘Dead White Men’s Clothes’”	(Hutchinson, 2026)
(Hutchinson, 2026)

There is geographical evidence of Hutchinsons claims.  There is a small town in Chile called Alto Hospicio, which has a population of just over 12,00 people. The Chilian authorities state that last year, fifty-six million tons of textiles were shipped from the US, Asia and Europe, to be dumped just outside their village, in the Atacama Desert. (Bartlett, 2024)

The Atacama Desert, despite being an area which is classed as an illegal dump site, has become a massive landfill site, but not from the waste of the indigenous people. Much of it is filled with surplus stock, and end of line product, from the US, Asia, UK and Europe, being identifiable by the Brand labels and price tags still attached. 

The landfill is so extensive that in 2023, satellite photography evidenced its visibility from Space. (The Sustainability Agency, 2026)




[bookmark: _Int_7WKgSVN5]Hutchinson further explains that he becomes the ‘embodiment’ of the ugly textile waste industry. He wears textile sculptures made from secondhand clothes from Senegal. He writes,’ my Caucasian body becomes a spectre of waste colonialism: a monster that is grotesque, dazzling and absurd. In doing so, I perform the morbid logic that hovers around the secondhand clothing trade - presenting it as a kind of zombie imperialism. (Hutchinson, 2026)

Hutchinson performed this role wearing different clothing sculptures and in a variety of different environments. He wanted to confuse people’s thinking and shock them through his ‘grotesque’, animated sculptures, corroborating the theory that there must be a shift in consciousness, in order to break the natural order of people's lives and to re-focus the demotivated reflective impotence towards motivational action. (Fisher, 2022, P17)

Hutchinsons first step was to shock – which is maybe the equivalent of pouring a bucket of cold water over someone. This kind of shock can’t be shrugged off; it must be processed, and the outcome experienced. What a person chooses to do with the outcome is a different factor, but the initial ‘skidding to a halt’ shock offers people an opportunity to engage in a  ‘dynamic and emergent process, that is somewhere between perception and a more steady state of attention” (Ziyad Marar, 2025, p4, p10) encouraging people to look beyond the state of ‘inattentional blindness’ and begin the journey of noticing and interacting with aspects of life that need their attention.

Ziyad Marar, 2025, in his book Noticing, writes that Activism needs to permeate beyond the filters used to make (a person's) Reality manageable, to encourage people to Notice outside of their personal ‘bubble’. 

Based on this, Marar exerts that this level of noticing can ultimately shift a person from one state to another. He writes, “Noticing is a process of becoming aware, or a dawning realisation of something as a result of which the noticer is affected, even fleetingly, by the significance of the moment” Noticing can have an impact on what you care about, what you care about, your interests, your pursuits, and your needs and wants. (p43, p45, p69)

Both Melander and Hutchinson have found unusual, creative ways to engage with people. Although very different in their approach, their Activisms garner attention and create conversation. 

Melander's textile sculpture was relatable, permeated a community, created personal connections and space for reflection. Melander rooted his sculpture in a place that drew people towards it, and invited people to regularly re-visit, creating a bonding depth of experience. 

Hutchinson, on the other hand, created bold, objective textile sculptures that shocked people into a thought process to work out what the sculptures were and why he was presenting them. Hutchinsons transitory sculptures were unpredictably mobile. He ‘wore’ his provocative sculptures in contextual environments such as High Street ‘fast fashion’ stores, and in places that disrupted a person’s daily geography, entangling himself in the busy, robotic commuter walkways. 

[image: ]Hutchison also performed his Activism in situ. In places such as Ghana, who receives up to 56 million annual tons of textile waste. This image captures the absurdity of a disconnected, Capitalist economy of wealth and poverty.

Capitalist Ideology has had a profound impact on the world since its exponential growth as a result of the Industrial Revolution, in the 1700s. Fisher, 2022, writes that the Industrial Revolution and the growth of Capitalism created a huge cultural and societal shift, from people having subjective involvement with localised trade and manufacture into objective observers of autonomous manufacturing and mass production. (Fisher, 2022, p5) He goes further to describe this shift as a ‘de-sacralization of culture’ (pp 5-6). Traditional connection became a modern Dis-connection. (Fisher, 2022) (Stubbs, 2023)

Along with this, and as identified earlier, the input of Capitalist Neo-liberalism created what Lekakis calls a ‘value action gap’ (Lekakis, 2022, p101)

Textile manufacturing and its environmental impact has become so far removed from peoples Reality, that it has become an obsolete consideration. The new value is simply money & power. Anything outside of this, including industry manipulated disposable clothing, has no value and is entirely dispensable with minimum effort and cost (Lekakis,2022, pp101-102)

In 1867, Karl Marx described ‘commodity fetishism’ - A shift in consumerism from needs to pure wants; consumption based on a desired lifestyle or image, irrespectively blind to production and labour costs (and any inherent inequalities). This is the core of consumer disassociation:  a depersonalized evaluation of consumables’(Karl Marx as cited by Laskey, 2024)

The starkness of Capitalist Neo Liberalism was broadcast on a Documentary called ‘The True Cost’ in 2025. (The True Cost: Who pays the price for our clothing? 2015)

The True Cost is a hard hitting, holding the mirror up, documentary about the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013. Rana Plaza, Bangladesh, was an 8-story building, inside which there were three textile manufacturing companies. Despite numerous employees claiming the building was showing deep cracks, and felt unstable, the Managers forced them into work, threatening their job security if they chose otherwise. 

On 24th April 2013, all 8-stories collapsed, killing over 1300 people, including men, women and children. The photographic images are harrowing, and the collapse is reported to be the worst textile disaster in history. The Documentary shows an emotional interview with Arif Jebtik, a Textile Manufacturer from Bangladesh, who was affected by the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013. His interview is jarring. Like an Activism it cuts through the pervasive false realism, aka safety zone, and brings a self-questioning discomfort to the listener. So much of what is reported is distant to the comfortable residents of the Global North, but this interview has a distinct connection with the work of both Hutchinson and Melander. It stops people; it challenges people and hopefully stirs a desire for action.

Jebtik speaks emotionally, “Those poor, over 1000 people lost their lives because everybody didn’t bother, didn’t give a shit. They just wanted a cheap price and a good profit. It shouldn’t be like that. Everybody should take responsibility for that. It's not just price pressure; it's something ignoring someone else's life. It's not right, it's the Twenty-first Century, it's a global world we are living in, and we just ignore other people's lives. How come?” (The True Cost 2015)

To emphasie the contrast between the disconnected gap between Reality and the Real, and between the responsibility shifting ideology of the self and humility, The True Cost shows a subsequent interview, recorded two years after the collapse of the Rana Plaza building

In 2015, this interview was recorded with Kate Ball Young, former Sourcing Manager, Joe Fresh.

“Does it bother me that these people are working in a factory? Making clothes for Americans or Europeans, and that is how they are spending their lives? ...... No (it doesn’t bother me) It’s a job. There are much worse things they could be doing........ There is nothing intrinsically dangerous about sewing clothes .... It’s not like coal mining .... so we’re starting out with a relatively safe industry” (The True Cost, 2015) 

A further interview was recorded with Benjamin Powel, previous Director of the Free Market Institute, lays the choice of being exploited on the workers, and speaks as if the Global North is offering amazing opportunities for better lives. Powel preaches, without shame, a False, egocentric Realism 

Powel says, “ sweatshops are not the lease bad option workers have....they are just an option that raises living standards which leads to higher wages and better working conditions .....When sweatshops come to these countries, they bring development to the countries” (The True Cost, 2015)

Both interviewees were in complete denial of the Real situation. A Deviance from ‘inattentional noticing’ - their views were completely intentional in not noticing’, embracing Marx’s unconscionable freedom theory (Marx, K, 1848 as cited by Fisher, 2022, p1),, along with the Capitalist Neo-Liberalist ideology of shifting responsibility and blame onto the individual.


Rebecca Brooks, in a 2020 Leadership Report for Forbes, “Consumer Disconnect: The world is burning but I am fine’ succinctly elaborates on this. She states her research suggests that Consumers ( not just consumers of shopping, but also consumers of people) were adept at prioritising their personal needs and wants over and above global issues, leading her to conclude “there is a disconnect between personal experience and overall world view” (Brooks, 2020)   This is what Marx called an ‘unconscionable freedom’ (Marx, K, 1848 as cited by Fisher, 2022, p1), a societal state of guilt free, and responsibility avoiding life.

This disconnection, or ‘value action gap, is where Artivists like Melander and Hutchinson can ‘introduce noise’ (Lekakis, 2022, p154)  Lekakis further writes that Activism can be key in being able to creatively demonstrate the connections between an individual and their blinkered behavior, and ‘create a space for broader dialogue’ (Lekakis, 2022, p189)

Capitalist ideology and Neo-liberalism have raised a global culture as what could be called the ‘cult of the individual’, promoting rationalisation, self-gratification, and an egocentric world view.  Both Melander and Hutchinson, in their unique ways, created opportunities for conversation. Through different approaches they pierced the disconnected void of individuals, created an interference what was not so much a static, but an urge to awareness, to notice what is actually happening in the Real world.

This interference is unique to Artivism. It tingles the senses and causes an awakening of the spirit. Creativity can stir emotions, disgruntle or enliven senses; it can touch the spiritual, and it can starkly relate Real concerns. This is why it is important to have Artivism, and Artivists use their creative voice to raise awareness and encourage change. 
Both Melander and Hutchinson are Artivists. They do have an underlying political message, but their communication of it is less politician and more protagonist. Their unspoken message is visually communicated, which allows the observer space to think and respond. 

Contrast this to Government dictates to recycle, care for your environment or else it will die..... A strategy that alieviates guilt by passing it on to someone else. We need to make changes, we need to be more aware, and we need to notice what is happening on the other side of the world. We can be told to do that, which does not result in positive responses, or we can be invited into a conversational community that explores change.

This is why Artivis is so poignant. Activism has political connotations; the Government is akin to Big Brother Rules, but Artivism is an invitation to respond, through your inner reality being interrupted by creatively communicated truths. The irony is, Artivism, in relation to Melander and Hutchinson, is extremely political. The potential of connection in this case is an offered opportunity to respond and interact – asking people to make their own minds up. 

In conclusion, Artivism offers a unique, multifaceted opportunity. Unlike other culturally domineering ideologies, Aritvism wants to draw people out of the Disconnect, and into the Real life realm of making fresh, but informed, individual choices, whilst at the same time encouraging engagement with others, breaking the mold of individualism and encouraging an interdependency of support and strength.

As Watts,2010, cites, ‘We must go out of our mind to come to our senses’  An Enigmatic phrase, coined by Timothy Leary, 1960s. Leary was pertaining to the use of psychedelic drugs, which is not the context used here! However, essentially, to embrace new thinking or new changes, we do have to forcibly leave our comfortable minds and expand our internal and external geography. It’s a challenge!
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