






What is the role of the designer in the 21st Century and how might this role change in the next 10 years? Discuss your ideas with reference to two of the practitioners or thinkers discussed in your lecture strand. 
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In this essay I am going to discuss the definition of the role of fashion and textile designers specifically, within the twenty-first century in reference to two main practitioners/brands. Following on from that I will then later speculate how the role of these designers and practitioners alike will change over ten years. According to the Oxford Dictionary it is said that the definition of a designer is “A person who plans the look or workings of something prior to it being made, by preparing drawings or plans.” (Oxford Dictionary, 2018)  As there are many aspects of design, this investigation will focus on fashion production for retail in both high street and high end fashion. This will contrast the roles of the designers and companies in two very different social and economic situations.

The first company in which I am going to research is Hennes and Mauritz also known as H&M, a Swedish company that trades in 62 countries with more than 4,500 stores and from 2015 has recruited around 132,000 employees. It has 4,553 locations as of 31 August 2017. (H&M Wikipedia 2018) Their website states “The brand H&M offers fashion and quality at the best price in a sustainable way for women, men, teenagers and children.” (H&M Website 2018) This mission statement claims that the brand are sustainable yet affordable. This is the role and selling point that most high street brands are currently taking on and marketing themselves with, giving you a guilt free shopping experience knowing that it costs you little and there is no greater harm whilst shopping affordably. As competing brands such as Primark are claiming through their website that “products for Primark are made with respect, for people and the planet.” (Primark Website 2018) Companies want their products to be easily accessible by plotting stores in every city nationwide and their stock to be cheap, yet fashionable and low impact upon the environment. Lacan’s theories and writing outline the reasoning behind desire for new and acquiring what others have. “Man’s desire is the desire of the other”? (Seminar XI, p.235) This suggests that humans alike always strive to gain what we do not have, a very strong motive for shopping and impulse buying. He believes that our desire is never actually considered our own, but is created through ideas that are perceived through ideologies. This is why fashion advertising, branding and influencers are so important to the industry, as it creates this want and desire for what everyone else has.
 
Another source claims that H&M is described as “Hennes & Mauritz AB is a Swedish multinational clothing-retail company known for its fast-fashion clothing for men, women, teenagers and children.” (Google Search H&M 2018) The term fast fashion is rather contradictory compared H&M’s original statement as they consider themselves a “sustainable” brand. Upon research it reveals that fast fashion is damaging, non beneficial to the environment and those producing garments for the company. An article sourced that has been written for The Independent newspaper clearly highlights the impact that fast fashion has upon the earth. The one of many issues arising of fast fashion include its unsustainable environmental impact, from water pollution, to ever growing rates of textile waste and use of toxic chemicals. Polyester is one of the most manufactured fibres in the industry. However when polyester clothing is washed in domestic washing machines, they shed microfibres that surprisingly add to the ever growing abundance of plastic in the sea. The fibres are extremely small and can easily slip through sewage and cleaning facilities into our waterways. But these fibres are non-biodegradable and soon enough make their way into the eco system. Creatures such as plankton consume the microfibres, which eventually move their way up the chain to fish which is consumed by humans. (The Independent 2018)

Dieter Rams, a German industrial designer states in his manifesto named ‘Ten Principles for Good Design’ that good design is environmentally friendly. ‘Design makes an important contribution to the preservation of the environment. It conserves resources and minimises physical and visual pollution throughout the lifecycle of the product.’ (Dieter Rams 2011) Not only are the dyes and plastics an extremely large portion of the sustainability issues, not to forget the labour intensive jobs that are carried out for these garments to come into existence. Additionally, conditions can be extremely poor and the working hours gruelling, but earlier in the year The Telegraph newspaper reported online  with headlines that read “Abuse is daily reality for female garment workers for Gap and H&M”. Later on in the article they describe how more than 540 employees alone have filed complaints, most of which are gender based. It is stated that these allegations, recorded between January and May within 2018 in Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka, are the result of pressure and stressing for quick turnaround of produce and low overheads. (The Telegraph 2018) Although companies strive to achieve a pristine exterior of what the public see, with recycling campaigns advertised in store and awards given, there is often more to what meets the eye. It seems that the role of todays designers within high street companies is to provide a fast fashion turnover of garments regardless of the economic and social costs, whilst trying to remain a good reputation of less environmental impact.

After looking into a high street brand I have also decided to touch upon a high fashion company to research and investigate if their procedures differ from those brands with a smaller budget. I have chosen to look at Dame Vivienne Westwood and her brand as she is extremely well known for being an environmental activist and being environmentally conscious throughout her practice as a designer. Westwood has spent many years  educating around climate change and her concern for the environment. She fronts many charities such as Cool Earth, Environmental Justice Foundation, Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace and Ecotricity, (Racoon, 2018) building a strong image throughout her work. Her latest campaign Climate Revolution is strongly filtered through her company’s ethos. Aside from the fashion aspect she has attended protests, walks and even given talks upon the matter. Sharing her deep concern for the issues and how we should tackle them. 
However upon research, more and more information is becoming apparent that Westwood does not in fact act upon her strong opinions when it comes down to manufacturing her own produce.  According to the website “Rank a Brand” it states that “Vivienne Westwood has achieved the E-label. This is our lowest possible sustainability score, and Vivienne Westwood has earned it by communicating nothing concrete about the policies for environment, carbon emissions or labor conditions in low-wages countries. For us as consumers, it is unclear whether Vivienne Westwood is committed to sustainability or not.” It later goes on to show a chart, asking many questions about the environment and as to wether Westwood’s company complies with them. The majority of the questions are answered with the phrase “Vivienne Westwood does not provide concrete information on …”, which presents itself rather suspicious given that she does not provide enough information on topics such as her environmental policy, labour conditions and carbon emissions within the company. Questions such as “Does the brand have a clear and effective policy to minimise environmental pollution of chromium and harmful substances from leather tanning processes, e.g. by waste water treatment or by vegetable tanning?” and “Does the brand have a target to phase out PVC in their products, and has the brand already achieved a PVC phase out level of more than 90%?”, (Rank a Brand, 2009) which disappointingly have not been answered and no information can be sourced to answer these questions. This is alarming as both leather and PVC are used within her work. 

In another article by Eluxe Magazine, they brand Westwood as “not eco friendly at all”. (Lodhi. A, 2012) They slate her for using petroleum-based materials shown on the catwalk, saying it seems to have already violated both her ‘cut out plastic whenever possible’ mantra and ‘quality vs quantity’ attitude as she sends more and more garments down the catwalk emblazoned in these materials that are clearly impacting the environment. Yet somehow alike the high street brands, Westwood is using marketing strategies such as announcing that the company is no longer using fur to distract from the rest of what is going on behind the scenes. (Peta 2007) Even though her company may not brand itself as fast fashion and be far more costly than H&M, again there is more than what meets the eye despite the high profile of the brand.

Further more, it is becoming increasingly worrying as to where these issues will lead to within the next ten years and the implications that will arise due to worsening global warming. As previously discussed it seems apparent that brands and companies are trying to make a conscious effort to become less of an impact upon the environment. Not only is this impacting the environment further, it also comes back around to affect the sales within the fashion industry due to extreme weathers caused by global warming. The partnership between fashion and pollution cannot be ignored. A multi million dollar global business is one of most polluting industries in the world, retail has an instant impact on the environment and it’s rapidly depreciating state. In 2017 The Fashion Law blog stated that “Over the past several years in particular, retail sales have suffered as a result of unseasonably warm weather. In early 2016, H&M reported that an unusually warm autumn put a dent in its sale of winter garments.” This has many knock on affects, clothing then produced for these winter months will not be purchased, then will go out of trend or into the sale and worsening the companies profit. (The Fashion Law 2018) This goes to show that companies polluting the planet eventually will suffer for their lack of environmental consideration in the long run. 

As more and more machinery and factories come to blame for the contribution of global warming due to their output, John Ruskin’s work he highlights the issues that machines are taking away an aspect of humanity. He states that "It is only good for God to create without toil; that which man can create without toil is worthless: machine ornaments are no ornaments at all."  (Appendix 17, The Stones of Venice, Volume I) This suggests that his beliefs are that if something is made by machinery then it is worthless. However now and most certainly within the next ten years, machinery and technology is valued more than ever. Albeit one of the largest contributors to global warming, machinery and technology combined will bring us innovation, convenience and research worthy discoveries. 

In conclusion, I believe that the role of fashion brands in retail regardless of their social status is to create produce of a reasonable price for their market at a justifiable quality. To do so they must carry out the process however needs be regardless of the social and economic implications. This leads on to them furthermore having to fool their target audience with campaigns that lead them to believe that their ethics are correct and “pull the wool over the audiences eyes” in order for them to continue to support their brand and not boycott. After investigation I have found that no matter if you are high street retailer H&M or design royalty such as Vivienne Westwood, no company in retail will be 100% ethically correct and environmentally friendly. In addition, I believe in my own opinion that brands within the next ten years will continue to become less and less environmentally conscious as technology advances, as most processes within the fashion industry require machinery that uses energy and power in order for it to be made in mass, unless there are extreme technological advances and revolutionary energy source discoveries.
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