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Her résumé reads writer, 
Newsweek, The Washington Post, 
The New York Times, and now, 
author with two bestselling 
titles. Journalist and thought 

influencer Dana Thomas has 
us rethinking the future of 

fashion. Akanksha Kamath 
digs deeper into her latest 

page-turner, Fashionopolis: The 
Price Of Fast Fashion And The 

Future Of Clothes
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ou know, the teacup I am drinking from right 
now was my grandmother’s,” says Dana Thom-
as, as she greets me very early in the morning 
over the phone from France, where she lives. 
“So I guess, in a way, we start our day here with 
vintage,” she says of her morning routine that 
also sets her intention for the rest of the day and 
in many ways, her life. In September 2019, 
Thomas published her third book—Fashionop-
olis: The Price Of Fast Fashion And The Future 

Of Clothes, a 350-page tell-all, with the gripping, sensorial writing 
of a crime novel. The matter at hand? No less than a crime. 

When the 2013 fire broke out in Rana Plaza, Dhaka, Bangla-
desh, it brought to the fore all that was wrong with fast fashion. 
Yet, come payday, we are guilty of tapping open our shopping 
apps, scrolling, and adding 10 items to our cart. An excerpt from 
the book reads a scene similar to Rana Plaza, but miles away in 
Honduras: ‘The drinking water reportedly contained faecal mat-
ter. Workers were forbidden to speak. They could only use the re-
stroom once in the morning and once in the afternoon... Women 
were subjected to pregnancy tests; if one came back positive, she’d 
be sacked.’ If that doesn’t make you cringe the  899 shirt off your 
back, what will?

For Thomas, writing an honest account of her experiences 
wasn’t a provisional project, but a necessity. “I have been able to 
write this because I have always been a reporter from outside of 
the fashion industry. I am not part of that tribe of 400 designers 
and magazine editors, so I don’t get caught up in the industry in-
trigue. I am not worried about offending people or losing access to 
fashion shows,” she tells me. With that, she uncovers facts (be-
tween 2000 and 2014, the number of garments produced doubled 
to 100 billion annually, equalling fourteen new garments for every 
person on the planet), exposes reasons to how we got here (glo-
balisation and capitalism, with short-term mega profit goals, re-
sulting in off-shoring with brands having minimum to no control 
over where and how their clothes are made), and offers 
solutions (brands should go zero-waste, the problem is volume, 
and my favourite: we, as consumers, ought to get dressed with 
more intention).   

Here, Thomas sheds light on her discoveries, revelations, and 
the long and arduous road towards sustainability. Excerpts from 
our phone interview:

AKANKSHA KAMATH: WHAT ARE SOME OF THE
PROBLEMS THAT PLAGUE US?
DANA THOMAS: That we still use an archaic system of production 
that dates back 200 years to England’s ‘Cottonopolis’, Manchester, 
is one. They would bring in cotton from India, process it in England 
and then ship it around the world. The workers were treated badly. 
(The books of Charles Dickens and Friedrich Engels carry proof 

enough.) It’s one of the reasons I named my book ‘Fashionopolis’. 
While deliberating the title, I rewatched Fritz Lang’s film Metropo-
lis (1927), which depicted a similarly unjust system where people 
worked underground to make money for the people who lived in the 
shiny towers above. Fashion touches all of us, whether it is getting 
dressed in the morning or working in the industry. Like it or not, we 
all live in ‘Fashionopolis’. 

I was recently talking to a magazine editor who was reading the 
book along with her colleagues at fashion week. They felt compla-
cent in a wrought system. But how do you contribute to fashion 

magazines without promoting overconsumption? How do you get a 
reader to buy less and buy better, yet keep advertisers happy? It’s 
like a puzzle has been put together wrongly and you have to take it 
apart and start again. The onus is not only on media or brands but 
also on consumers. We have been conditioned to think that clothes 
should be cheap, when all along the supply chain, nobody has paid 
their actual worth. The problem comes down to volume: it is not 
normal to have so many fast-fashion stores on every corner. Some-
one told me that pollution is the cheapest way to do business. Well, 
it’s certainly the easiest way.

AK: HOW CAN WE FIX THIS ON AN INDIVIDUAL
LEVEL? AND CONSEQUENTLY, HOW CAN BRANDS
AND MANUFACTURERS?
DT: When it comes to buying sustainable, I’ve come to realise that 
there is no moral comparison. It is all about personal pleasure. A 
simple example: in Paris, people shop from an organic market not 
because the fruit is better for them, but because it tastes better. On 
the brand side, the answer is smaller companies, zero-waste, direct-
to-consumer and made-to-order—even if it is not a couture com-

pany. Small-scale industries are the future of globalisation. Not a 
mega-corporation that has outposts all over the world, but smaller 
companies pieced together like a quilt. Some people will ask how 
we can clothe the planet this way. I say we ought to clothe or feed 
our inner circle first, and all those circles will add up to the planet.  

AK: WHAT DOES ‘DRESSING WITH INTENTION’ MEAN?
DT: It means to look at your closet in the morning and really think 
about it. Trace the threads of that great outfit. Is it made of Merino 
wool from Australia or New Zealand where the sheep are treated 
well? What about those jeans that were dyed with natural indigo? 
It’s about really knowing your clothes. I am not a big shopper, and 
I never have been. I don’t shop for a mood lift. The shoes I am cur-
rently wearing are 12 years old. I repair them because I love them. 
Fashion is my place to find something that works for me and turn it 
into my perennial. My go-to uniform is a perfectly tailored blazer 
from Hermès when Jean Paul Gaultier was at the helm, a pair of 
blue jeans or crisp tuxedo pants. If it’s winter, a black turtleneck or 
just a white shirt. I also have a suit from Stella McCartney made of 
beautiful New Zealand Merino wool that I wear all the time, to the 
point that it’s becoming my signature Suzy Menkes hair flip. I shop 
a lot of vintage—beautifully made things from an era where they 
didn’t overproduce. I sometimes rent, if it is a special occasion and 
demands something fancier than what I have in my closet. You feel 
like Cinderella for the night, which is nice. 

AK: YOU CITE STELLA MCCARTNEY AND LEVI’S AS
BRANDS TRYING TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE. HOW HAVE 
THEY CRACKED THE CODE?
DT: For Stella, this is in her bones. As the daughter of two famous 
hippies, she was raised to care about everything. I remember when 
I met her on her first day on the job at Chloé, as creative director, 
at just 25. She’d said, “I’m doing this and everyone thinks I’m nuts, 
but I insist on it.” What I love is that besides herself, she pushes 
others to do it. From Kering to LVMH, she is infiltrating from within. 
She godmothers so many start-ups. With a company like Evrnu, 
which regenerates silk and cotton, she’s helping them scale up and 
become commercially viable. And if it is commercially viable for 
Stella McCartney, it is commercially viable for everybody else. 

Levi’s jeans were the original sustainable garment. But since the 
’70s, blue jeans have become one of the least sustainable garments, 
polluting so much with pre-washing, synthetic dyes, and water con-
sumption. Levi’s is setting that straight. It is now implementing the 
Jeanologia system of saving water throughout its supply chain. As 
a company based in San Francisco, one of the most progressive cit-
ies in the US and the gay capital of the world (with the first gay 
mayor), Levi’s was the first to recognise workers with HIV and give 
them the benefits they needed. Fact: when a big company embraces 
good practices, it’s bound to trickle down. n

“SOME ARGUE 
THAT HIGH-
STREET HAS 

DEMOCRATISED 
FASHION BY 

BRINGING HIGH 
DESIGN TO THE 
MASS MARKET. 

BUT IT ALSO 
PREYS ON OUR 

INSECURITIES AND 
OUR INCREASINGLY 
SHORT ATTENTION 

SPANS. WE ARE 
PRONE TO A 
BARRAGE OF 

FASHION IMAGES 
BEGGING US, 

TAUNTING US TO 
INDULGE IN WHAT 

ONE EXECUTIVE 
DESCRIBED AS 
A ‘TEMPORARY 

TREASURE’”

JEAN PAUL 
GAULTIER ONCE 

SAID, “THE 
SYSTEM DOESN’T 

WORK... WE’RE 
MAKING CLOTHES 

THAT AREN’T 
DESTINED TO 

BE WORN. TOO 
MANY CLOTHES 
KILL CLOTHES”


