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Every morning I forget how it is.


I watch the smoke mount


In great strides above the city.


I belong to no one.


Then I remember my shoes,


How I have to put them on,


How bending over to tie them up


I will look into the earth.


Charles Simic, born 1938




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The names of the children and young people at Sneaker Con have been changed for privacy protection.


For safety reasons, ‘Şebnem’ in Chapter Two is a fake name and this person’s identity has been obscured.


The names of refugees interviewed for Chapter Five have also been changed.


I did not visit every country I have written about in this book. In particular, interviews with homeworkers in Chapter Three were obtained via a series of Skype calls arranged with the help of Khalid Mahmood and Jalvat Ali at the Labour Education Foundation in Lahore, and Om Thapaliya from HomeNet Nepal, to whom I am very grateful.




INTRODUCTION


What’s Shoes Got to Do with It?


The ancient Greek philosopher and historian, Strabo, told the story of a beautiful courtesan named Rhodopis whose sandal was stolen by an eagle while she was bathing. The eagle dropped the sandal into the lap of the King of Egypt, who felt such admiration for its shape that he at once sent out emissaries to find its owner so that he could marry her.1


Storytellers in ancient China also told a tale of a beautiful young woman whose fortunes were transformed by a shoe. Recorded in the ninth century, the story of Ye Xian is said to have been old even then. Unlike Strabo’s tale, it included a wicked stepmother and stepsister. Ye Xian had a magical benefactor in the form of a fish, and the slipper she lost was made of golden threads woven in a fish-scale pattern. At the end of the tale, Ye Xian marries a king, while her stepmother and stepsister are crushed to death by flying stones.


Folklorists from around the world – Native American, Javanese, Russian, Zulu and Persian to name but a few – have all told a tale of a lowly, but feisty, woman full of agency who was eventually helped by her shoes to marry high above her social rank.


When Charles Perrault published the story of Cendrillon in Paris in 1697, he sanitised the tale, excluding the bloodied feet, chopped-off toes and ghosts of earlier versions. From there it was a downwards slide towards Disney and the story of a girl who simpers, cowers and waits to be rescued, first by mice and then by a prince. Gone is the traditional folklore ability of the heroine to determine her own fate.2


From Cinderella, to the winged sandals worn by the Greek messenger-god Hermes, to the miraculous boots that took their wearer seven leagues with every step and Dorothy’s ruby slippers in The Wizard of Oz, transformation through footwear is a timeless theme in shared culture. Where you find shoes, you often find magic.


But shoes are not magical. Each one has been made by human beings. No matter the tale, at their heart they are just pieces of leather, wood, metal, rubber, cotton and plastic.


Even the enchantment created by fabled storyteller Hans Christian Andersen, author of The Red Shoes, had at its heart his childhood memories of being a small boy in a one-room home filled almost entirely by a shoemaker’s workbench. Little Hans slept each night beside his father, a man who rarely smiled but stitched and hammered shoes late into the night.3


Origins


Every single day in 2018, 66.3 million pairs of shoes were manufactured across the world. This adds up to a total of 24.2 billion pairs.*


Shoes have never been cheaper to buy, but their cost to the world has never been greater. Over-production, accompanied by over-consumption in rich countries, have collided to create a world that feels disposable, with innovation and progress funnelled into producing merchandise that can be piled high and sold cheap. Meanwhile the world’s leading climate scientists say we have just eleven years to keep global heating beneath 1.5 degrees centigrade and avoid major catastrophe.4


Humans are the only species on the planet to routinely use shoes as protection from the cold and from dangerous ground.5 Their invention has had a profound effect on humanity. Over hundreds of millions of years, the human body evolved from that of our primate forebears. We began to support all our weight on two feet rather than four, and to walk and run in an upright position. Our spine changed shape, our pelvis broadened and our toes lost their ability to grip branches. This move to ‘bipedal locomotion’ is accepted as one of the most significant steps in human evolution. It was a transition that placed a lot of strain on our feet.


One of our long-lost ancestors eventually had the bright idea of wrapping a bit of bark around her feet in order to run faster after prey and away from predators; to avoid poisonous bites and stings; and to more easily cross desert or ice caps to find new hunting grounds.


Paleoanthropologist Erik Trinkaus believes humans started wearing shoes as early as 40,000 years ago. There is very little archaeological evidence from this time – a footprint that implies the use of moccasins, some stitched beading found around the feet of skeletons – so Dr Trinkaus took instead to examining toes. By inspecting the toes of ancient human remains, he found a gradual reduction in their sturdiness, a softening he believes is due to the spread of footwear.6


Made from plant fibres and materials prone to decay, very few prehistoric shoes have survived. The earliest examples include 10,000-year-old sandals woven from sagebrush bark and found in Oregon, and an 8,000-year-old sandal discovered in a cave in central Missouri. The Missouri sandal is made of dried woven leaves, it has a slightly pointed toe and ties on with a braided cord.


There is also a Copper Age moccasin-style shoe found in a preserving layer of sheep dung in an Armenian cave. This shoe was made 5,500 years ago using a single piece of cowhide folded up around the foot and sewn into shape. In today’s terms it would be a size five, which might imply it belonged to a woman, or perhaps a small man or young person. Whomever they were, the people who wore these shoes have vanished, leaving behind an object both spectacularly ancient yet strangely commonplace and recognisable.


Invented at the dawn of human history, for thousands of years shoes remained objects that were crafted by people in small communities. By the time humans lived in the villages and small towns of recent history, shoes were still products of locally made, low-level commerce.


The definition of a shoe is pretty uncomplicated: a covering for a foot that doesn’t reach above the ankle, made of sturdy material. Using a design that still holds true today, a shoemaker would firstly create a ‘last’, the wooden (or plastic) model of a foot around which a shoe is built. Next, a pattern would be traced onto material spread out on a workbench, most likely leather, with the template mapping out each piece needed to make a shoe. A clicking knife would then be used to cut out the material, with the clicker (a shoemaker’s assist­ant hired to do the cutting) trying hard to minimise wastage.


The pieces would then be stitched together in a process called ‘closing’. Traditionally a pointed tool called an awl was used to pierce through leather. Once the shoe had been stitched together, a closer’s hammer was used to flatten seams and smooth out wrinkles. This process would create the top of the shoe, known as the ‘upper’. The upper would then be ready to mould round the last so a sole could be attached. Once the sole had been attached, any rough edges would be shaved off and the finished shoe polished till it gleamed.7


Today the basic design of a shoe has hardly altered, though much of this process is mechanised, atomised and often automated. Clicking knives, for example, have been replaced by machines that use multiple bladed templates. But while the design may be recognisable, the scale of production is not. In fact, it is wildly out of control.


To understand how this has happened, we must ask an everyday object to tell us its stories. We must explore where these billions of shoes come from and what they reveal. In telling this story, the concept of globalisation is opened up to us, with all its complexities and controversies.


A map of the world


Picture a map of the world, rotate the globe and zoom in till you find Europe, zoom in a little further to the continent’s most westerly point. Now you are in Lisbon, the capital city of Portugal. To the south-west is the suburb of Belém, the name taken from the ­Portuguese word for Bethlehem.


Belém is home to the Church of St Maria whose slim white pillars rise like the masts of tall ships. The church is decorated with carvings of coiled rope, sea monsters and elephants. Around doorframes stone faces peer out, chiselled portraits of an imagined Asia and Africa.


At the end of the church is an elaborate tomb, quite possibly empty of its intended occupant, as the man it was carved for died in Cochin, India in 1524. The tomb belongs to Vasco da Gama, a Portuguese navigator and contemporary of Christopher Columbus, who ‘discovered’ the sea road to India, mapping a trade route that brought huge wealth to Portugal for over a century.


This was not the first instance of international trade or travel. The Silk Road, for example, stretched across a continent, allowing trade between Europe and Asia, and bloating Italian city states with silks, spices and precious metals. But what the Portuguese did, with their maritime routes, was to pioneer trade that was truly global.


The shoreline in Belém is a fitting place to start discussing globalisation because Portugal’s ‘Age of Discovery’ and the voyages of Vasco da Gama were undeniably conducted in the pursuit of wealth and conquest. Portuguese cannons and disregard for life account, as much as anything, for the riches that were accumulated.


Between the Church of St Maria and the River Tagus is the site of a former slave market. Though countries like Britain soon rushed to join the barbarism, the Transatlantic Slave Trade found its spark in fifteenth-century Portuguese colonialism. The sweep of European ships along the coasts of Africa began the biggest forced migration in human history, as an estimated 11 million people were taken from their homes and sold as slaves.8 A white-and-red stone map, decor­ated with mermaids, depicts routes the Portuguese caravels took across the oceans. West to Brazil and Canada, south to the Cape of Good Hope and east as far as Japan. Each ship lugging cargoes of gems, spices, frightened animals and captured human beings. ‘Globalisation’ appeared as a buzzword in 1983 to describe one of the most rapid yet precarious social transformations in human history.9 But with Vasco da Gama setting sail after a night of prayer in 1497, is globalisation a new phenomenon or the continuation of long-established processes of trade and travel?


Some theorists see the term ‘globalisation’ as lazy thinking for those who cannot be bothered to pick apart and analyse entirely separate financial and political changes.10 I would argue, on the other hand, that globalisation is an overriding reality of our times.11 In 1983, a new word was needed to describe how technology, from the internet modem to the oil refinery and the jet plane, had transformed the world along economic, political and cultural lines.12 This change has dramatically reshaped production, consumption, the biosphere and even chances of long-term human survival. As a result, this book uses the word ‘globalisation’ as a useful term to signpost a process of rapid industrial conquest.


Gold from a sewer


Globalisation above all has been about supplies of people and raw materials. The industrial revolution moved British manufacturing from scattered rural workshops to concentrated urban areas like London and Manchester. These newly huge cities drew in vast quantities of people to feed privately owned factories. The land was cracked open to harvest coal, copper and iron ore. Foodstuffs to feed hungry urban populations, timber and brick for building materials and metals for machinery were all drawn into the melee.


Alexis de Tocqueville visited Manchester in 1835. He described black smoke covering the city, a dull half-light with no real sun, the ‘thousand noises’ of industry that never ceased and ‘miserable dwellings’ in rows of cellars where twelve to fifteen human beings crowded into ‘damp, repulsive holes’.13 To de Tocqueville, ­Manchester was a ‘foul drain’, but he also recognised that its people were producing great wealth: ‘From this filthy sewer pure gold flows.’


This pattern of voracious factory cities took hold in North ­America, western Europe and Japan. When cities found they could not source what they needed from their immediate surroundings, ships, traders, armies and slavers set out to find more raw materials, more people to capture and kill and more lands to loot of their riches. Colonialism bloated the original factory cities while prescribing the name ‘underdeveloped’ to the rest of the world.


With the twentieth century came revolt. Liberation struggles were fought, Communist flags were raised, as were the flags of God. Bright young colonels and university graduates fought with bullets and books to drag their countries out from under the heel of an iron boot. Nations escaped colonialism but not the system of capitalism. Newly liberated countries in Asia, Latin America, eastern Europe and Africa saw migration to urban areas and piecemeal rises in education and skillsets. Blocs of people emerged: disciplined, hungry for work and used to low wages.


As the Cold War diminished and countries opened up, an intense new phase of accelerated integration began. Technology in the form of high-speed travel and telecommunications meant these blocs of people became obtainable resources for corporations nurtured in the original factory cities, but now looking to escape the taxes, wages and regulations of Europe and North America. Company executives flew to capital cities across Asia, Africa and Latin America to meet with politicians and business leaders who wanted to get rich quick.


Hundreds of millions of workers not only became available for hire but had to compete for the attention of corporations. Also available were rich new sources of rubber, oil, water, cattle and fresh air. More land to be cracked open in places that did not have stringent guards against exploitation.14


Like a hurricane?


The next question is whether this process was inevitable or political. Was the hunt for low-cost labour and resources out of control or a deliberate process? There are many economists who argue globalisation is inevitable, that it is a natural progression from local economies to national economies, followed by a global economy. This argument appears on both sides of the political spectrum, from Thatcherites stating ‘There Is No Alternative’, to Marxists drawing on the inevitable contradictions of capitalism.15


The inevitability argument was pushed hard in the 1990s by Tony Blair and Bill Clinton, who framed the power of the markets as some unstoppable force of nature, like a hurricane.16 This book argues it is deeply problematic to see globalisation as inevitable and anonymous. Such an approach pushes for globalisation to be seen as a fait accompli that we must accept, while waiting meekly like ­Cinderella for things to improve. By seeing globalisation as apolitical and anonymous we lose not only our own agency but the ability to see agency in others, whether they be heads of state, corporate CEOs or global governing bodies like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or the World Bank.17


In the chapters ahead you will find instead a different argument – globalisation is the result of deliberate action, or the absence of action, by political actors wielding political power.18 We are on the edge of a cliff not because it is inevitable, but because it is ideological. We live in a world shaped by political decisions which tend to favour the interests of money, not people.19


Seeing globalisation as the result of political choices allows us to explore where power lies, not just in the shoe industry but in the world. Who has the power to decide to bail out banks, remove capital controls, create or rip up trade agreements, privatise resources, reconfigure factory production or smother environmental regulation?20 This process also reveals who this system works for: who are ‘the haves’ and ‘the have-nots’, and who are ‘the have-yachts’? Far from being an obscure, jargon-heavy topic, globalisation is a set of power relations with clear winners and losers – those with power make the decisions, those without power lose out.


Then there is the question of whether globalisation is the answer or the problem?21 Proponents of globalisation promised that it heralded a global system of economic prosperity, democracy and harmony.22 They promised that a rising tide would raise all boats, and that trickle-down economics was the answer, that consumers would get wonderful low-cost products to play with and that the poor would get jobs and stop being poor. Flick through any newspaper or news site and one might be forgiven for wondering: what the heck happened?


Before the term ‘globalisation’ was coined, the 1970s brought about a hurried new phase of this globalising world. It was an era based on a strict political ideology, an ideology that shapes the world we live in. At the centre of this ideology is the belief that control, regulation and economic direction must be handed over to the markets. By minimising the role of states, governments and the law, the market was allowed to rule almost unhindered.


As capitalism globalised, it became elevated to a near-mythical status. Held up by Augusto Pinochet in Chile, Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan in the US as the one true saviour, neoliberal capitalism demanded sacrifices: deregulate capital flows across borders to make life easy for banks and businesses, shrink the role of the state in providing help for people’s daily lives, reduce taxes for corporations and the already wealthy, aggressively drive the ‘free market’ into every corner of the world. Wealth creation was placed firmly in the global foreground and surrounded by phalanxes of financial institutions, biased trade agreements and corporate lawyers. The reality for many was the side-lining of democracy and the common good.


Globalisation has been hailed as a success in boardrooms and lecture halls, but this book exists because the shoes on our feet tell a different story. How can we celebrate globalisation without knowing what it means for the Chinese factory worker, the Bangladeshi tannery worker, the Brazilian environmentalist or the commodity-fixated teenagers caught up in this system? Globalisation is the story of transformation, but it has not been an equal process, nor one done beneficently. For many it is a story of how, as corporate influence spread and production levels rose, quality of life and standards fell.


In all the arguing over whether globalisation exists and whether it is inevitable or political, it is important not to lose sight of what is happening now. We must not lose the stories of the consequences.


Why now?


The story of globalisation did not end with the opening up of labour markets in Asia, Latin America, eastern Europe and Africa. Nor was it happily-ever-after for the people of the old factory cities. When the corporations jumped ship to make billions, they left behind mass unemployment and the loss of tax revenue. While profits soared, the gap between the rich and those left behind widened. In 2019, just twenty-six of the richest billionaires own as many assets as the 3.8 billion people who make up the poorest half of the planet’s population.23


Inequality took root both in the old industrial centres and in the new factory landscapes. Politicians and business leaders experienced soaring incomes, while those they employed endured poverty wages. ‘Sharply rising income and wealth inequalities thus characterised the new centres of capitalism as well as the old,’ writes Professor Richard Wolff about the period following the 1970s. ‘Globalisation distributed capitalism’s deepening inequality throughout the world.’ The trappings of inequality – personal debt, speculation, real-estate bubbles, corruption and bloated conspicuous consumption by the rich – have also spread.24


The result of globalisation – of the globalisation of capitalism – is that we live in a world characterised by corporate plunder of the natural world, heinous workers’ rights abuses, climate breakdown and income inequality to the extent that a minibus-ful of people own more money than 50 per cent of the global population. Globalisation has not brought the promised economic benefits, nor has it ensured stability; instead it is a process driven by the needs of international corporations.25


This is not to say things have worked out for those at the top of society. Even the acquisition of private fire brigades, private islands and private bunkers can only provide a certain amount of insulation from impending climate breakdown. Nor can political turmoil be ignored.


In June 2016, the European Union was stunned by the UK voting for Brexit; months later the world was stunned by the election of Donald Trump. Both are mass votes that bear the shadow of globalisation. They placed discontent front and centre on a world stage, revealing the hopelessness brought about by austerity measures and the financial crash, and the factionalising and racism brought about by the fear of being left behind.


Trump has been explicit in his condemnation: ‘We reject the ideology of globalism and we embrace the doctrine of patriotism,’ he told the United Nations in September 2018. World leaders laughed openly at the speech and yet Trump is seemingly setting the world up for a turned-on-its-head moment where the US seeks protectionism, a retreat from the world stage and walls on its borders. China meanwhile, with its Belt and Road investment initiative and commitment to state-run industries and capital controls, seems to be championing multilateralism and globalisation.26


Why shoes?


The shoes on our feet are the propulsion and the consequence of globalisation. Among the first objects to undergo globalised production, shoes represent the interdependencies and injustices that shape our world. Thanks to technical transformations in communication and transport, and the global availability of low-waged workers, shoe manufacturing found itself scattered around the world as a pioneer of this process. Thus every shoe we own is a world within a world, the vast majority of them made from complex component parts on dangerous, low-waged production lines.


The fashion industry has been under a spotlight since the collapse of the Rana Plaza factory complex in 2013. In 90 seconds, the collapse of this building in Bangladesh killed an estimated 1,138 people. It was the biggest industrial homicide the industry had ever seen, but it was far from a unique event. The Ali Enterprises fire, the Tazreen factory fire, the Spectrum factory collapse and countless other horrific incidents are all bloody proof of an industry in crisis.


Despite having its own inventory of fatal fires and factory collapses, the shoe industry has managed to largely avoid this spotlight. As a result, industry experts interviewed for this book all stated that the shoe industry is far behind the rest of the fashion industry in terms of wages, conditions and corporate standards. Every nexus of shoemaking is in crisis. The job of modern-day shoe workers remains rife with noxious fumes, toxic chemicals and poverty wages. The impact of footwear upon the biosphere, upon animals and the living world remains unconscionable.


This book is an invitation to walk in your own shoes into the forgotten backwaters of globalisation. It includes visits to slaughterhouses, sweatshops, rubbish dumps and makeshift refugee centres. It holds interviews with people representing twenty-eight different countries.


Chapter One examines the heady world of consumption, exploring how the world divides between those with too much and those with not enough. We meet shoe obsessives and explore the allure of footwear. Chapter Two explores shoe factories across the globe from China to the Balkans, and we meet factory workers and factory bosses, and explain how we came to make 24,200,000,000 pairs of shoes per year.


Chapter Three follows the supply chain beneath the first tier of factories to meet a secret pillar of globalisation: homeworkers. Who are these hidden women and men, what are the consequences of market capitalism turning millions of homes into factories, and just how poisonous are our shoes?


The corporate ability to hide the reality of shoe production is explored in Chapter Four. How did branding begin, why do corporations want to link shoes with emotions, can we ever trust the labels in our shoes and what do counterfeit sneakers tell us about the world?


Chapter Five starts in a makeshift refugee camp and looks at the stories of people in battered, rain-soaked shoes. Why can money and products freely cross borders but people cannot? Who are the people making shoes in Turkish basements, and why have tens of millions of children been separated from their parents in China? Chapter Six is an exposé of leather production, of the industrial slaughter of billions of animals, of the tearing down of the rainforest and of Bangladeshi tanneries where the average life expectancy is fifty. From political violence to slavery and climate apocalypse, the leather industry punishes everything it touches.


Chapter Seven asks what happens next. Having been purchased, what happens when shoes – these complex, handmade and intensively resourced items – are discarded? Where do 24.2 billion pairs of shoes go once they are chucked out? From cobblers to second-hand warehouses and recycling laboratories, we count the cost of living in a disposable world.


Chapter Eight leaves behind the wastelands of the present and travels to the factories of the future. How have robots already changed the shoe industry and what does the rise of automation have in store? What are the consequences if millions of women lose their jobs to robots?


Chapter Nine questions why an object like a shoe can cause so much havoc. How have corporations got away with so much for so long, and where are the laws to protect people and planet? We explore how corporate programmes and greenwashing have blocked social progress. Finally, Chapter Ten looks at how things could be done differently. We’ve tried the globalisation of capitalism; is it now time for a new system of globalisation from below? What would the world look like if it was rearranged along more equal lines and what will it take for us to get there?


Something wondrous


Shoes meld with the body like no other piece of clothing, holding a person’s shape long after they have stepped out of them. By the same token, nothing else that is worn tortures like a shoe with a bad fit. To be shoeless is to be rendered helpless, to be pitied as without hope, or feared as mad. Shoes protect, they carry us through life, and we might, if we are lucky, use them to signify something about our identity. But despite this assistive power, shoes have no agency of their own. Outside of fairy tales, shoes have no magical powers.


Billions of dollars are spent trying to make you believe shoes spring from puffs of pink smoke at the snap of a fairy godmother’s fingers. Corporations prefer the illusion that there are no supply chains and that shoes can be made, sold, bought and discarded in their tens of billions without consequences. This is so dangerously far from the truth that much of the work of this book is necessarily an attempt to demystify shoes.


With each chapter that you read, you are invited to look at the shoes around you and picture the processes that created them. Never lose sight of these supply chains, firstly because if you can hold on to the fact that every single shoe in the world is the product of human hands, you can begin to counteract how the realities of its production are obscured. And secondly, because if you lose sight of this reality, you also lose sight of something wondrous. We are taught that kings, CEOs and celebrities have made our world, but they have not. If we forget that the source of all wealth and magic is ultimately the planet and human work, we forget that we already have everything we need to make things right, to create a society that is equitable, sustainable and which provides for all.27





* Up 2.7 per cent from 2017. https://www.worldfootwear.com/yearbook/the-world-footwear-2019-Yearbook/213.html [November 2019].




CHAPTER 1


Lust for Kicks


Sneaker Con is an aircraft-hangar-sized convention that smells worse and worse as the day goes on. Now in London, the huge event has just been in Las Vegas and will soon be in Berlin, followed by New York. Thousands of ‘sneakerheads’ have paid £25 to get in and are browsing merchandise stalls piled high with sneakers, hoodies, T-shirts, rucksacks and more sneakers. The price tags on these shoes are not for the faint-hearted: £550, £600, £700. Fairground games offer the chance to win limited-edition sneakers. People are queuing to take selfies with famous YouTubers. Cleaning product companies have set up shiny installations promising to protect sneakers against dirt and rain.


Sami is twelve years old, with Harry Potter glasses and a Supreme headband pulled over his hair. On the floor in front of him are a pair of giant Nike Air Uptempo trainers that have never been worn. They are so large, he could fit both his small feet into one trainer. The pile of banknotes he is clutching is almost too big for his hands. Sami has been counting and recounting his money and grinning since he sold a pair of trainers for £230 to two older, and much bigger, boys.


Keeping a close eye on Sami and repeatedly telling him to put his money away is Jade, a young woman in an oversized khaki jacket with long plaits piled on top of her head. Sami tells people that Jade is his nanny. She corrects him, explaining she is his tutor.


Sami and Jade are in the Trading Pit. Fifty people have created makeshift stalls by arranging piles of merchandise on the floor. It is a car boot sale run by teenage boys where all the goods are pristine and very expensive. T-shirts, hoodies and hats are wrapped in cellophane, limited-edition shoes balance on spotless shoeboxes, rucksacks still have their tags on. The Trading Pit is where sneakerheads come to buy, sell and swap shoes, separate from the official stalls at the front of the convention. A basketball hoop has been set up on one wall and the hip-hop soundtrack is turned up loud.


Sami became a sneakerhead under the influence of his cousin in Saudi Arabia. Unsatisfied with Jeddah’s too-small sneaker scene, Sami is relishing the possibilities in London. His purpose at Sneaker Con is to ‘sell clothes and sneakers to buy other sneakers. To basically get money.’


When Sami is out of earshot – he does not seem to like her talking too much – Jade describes his family as ‘super-rich’, with Sami sent to London for boarding school. It was her idea for Sami to try selling some of his sneakers, rather than just buying more.


Next to Sami is Amir, an eighteen-year-old who has travelled from Leicester and is sitting cross-legged on the floor next to a single pair of shoes: ‘Yeezy 350 V2s in semi-frozen yellow, in a size 9.5.’ Nicknamed ‘Yebras’, these trainers have just come out and are so limited Amir had to win a raffle before he could buy them for £170. The highly sought-after adidas Yeezy sneakers first appeared in 2015, the result of a collaboration between the German sportswear brand and rapper Kanye West.


Amir is hoping to flip his Yeezys and get between £450–500. He tells people he’s seen them sell online for £1,500. Amir rejects the idea that it’s weird for a shoe to sell for £500. He is already planning how to spend his profit – on a pair of Virgil Abloh x Nike sneakers.


The crowd at Sneaker Con is approximately 95 per cent male. Of the women that are here, many are mothers of young boys. One exception is sixteen-year-old Khaira from Lewisham in South London. ‘Me and my brothers, we go to Yeezy drops or shoe drops and we buy and resell. So we’re here today to meet new people, sell our products.’ Khaira and her brothers started trading shoes after their mother gave them starter money to buy their first pair of Yeezys at a drop – the moment a new design is released to the public.


‘I sold my Human Races today,’ Khaira says. ‘I bought them for £195 and I sold them for £300, which is obviously profit.’ To get her hands on the Human Race trainers, a collaboration between adidas and Pharrell Williams, Khaira went to Carnaby Street at 3 a.m. and waited in the rain for nine hours.


Does she ever think what she is doing might be a bit crazy? ‘I enjoy it. It’s fun.’


‘We’ve got our Yeezy Oreos in that bag and the Yeezy Belugas in that bag. I bought this Sprayground bag today.’ She proudly holds up a black rucksack with a cartoon shark mouth on it. On her feet are a pair of white-and-black Yeezy Zebras. She often finds herself the only girl in the queue at shoe drops. ‘The scene is accepting, but at specific drops the boys take advantage, like they push you back in the line and stuff. But I made friends, and the boys help me out, so it’s not that bad.’


Piled on a stall are baseball caps with the slogan I Miss the Old Kanye. For Khaira, the outlandishness and unpredictability of Kanye West, the celebrity behind the Yeezy brand she loves so much, is what makes him great.


Sami, Amir, Khaira and the crowds at Sneaker Con are all hunting hype – an elusive quality that determines the desirability and worth of sneakers. ‘Depending on who makes them and who wears them is what makes it hype,’ says twenty-one-year-old Chris from Manchester. Chris is a tall, thin young man who has accessorised his outfit with a cloth mask worn over the lower half of his face. Chris has come to buy and sell, and he lists three current hype brands: Yeezy, Bape and Supreme.


There is a general consensus at Sneaker Con that the pillars of hype are 1) famous people and 2) a limited run. Kanye West has mastered this art. His fame lets him advertise his sneaker designs around the world, while the trick of limited manufacturing runs, means fans stay ravenous.


The pair she wears on Sundays


Four hundred years ago in seventeenth-century Britain, a statistician named Gregory King attempted to estimate how many pairs of shoes were being consumed in Britain each year. The figure he came up with was 12 million pairs, at a cost of £1m. He estimated a further £50,000 was spent on buckles and shoestrings. According to King, there were 100,000 people in Britain who were entirely shoeless – the poorest of the poor. This left an average of two pairs a year being bought and worn by everybody else, though like today, the rich enjoyed an abundance of shoes not available to the vast majority of people.1


By 1953, footwear manufacture textbooks stated that young women in paid employment could be expected to own six pairs of shoes: ‘the pair she goes to work in, the pair she wears on Sundays and for “dressy” occasions, a pair for dancing, holiday or beach sandals, winter boots, and her bedroom slippers. If she plays tennis, or some other sport, then a further pair may be required.’2 Six or seven pairs to keep feet safe and allow for basic social expectations.


Twenty years into the twenty-first century, and the ‘average woman in Britain’ reportedly now owns twenty-four pairs, some of which she has never worn.3 Such statistics are highly inconclusive (along with the very concept of an ‘average woman’), but it is still the case that the majority of people in wealthier societies own far more shoes than they use. We might make 24.2 billion pairs of shoes, but they are not shared out equally between the world’s 7.7 billion people. In the world of the rich and famous, shoe collections number into the many thousands, overshadowing Imelda Marcos’s collection of 3,000 pairs, now housed in the Marikina Shoe Museum in the Philippines.


In 2016, Asia was the largest footwear-consuming continent – 60 per cent of the world’s population consumed 53 per cent of the world’s shoes. Both within Asia and across the world, China bought more shoes than any other country – nearly one in five of every pair made. The combined countries of the European Union make up the second biggest market after China. Europe is closely followed by the United States, with both places buying far more shoes than is proportionate to their population.4


Not all consumers are created equal. Over-production is being accompanied by seriously unjust distribution, where people trapped in poverty are not provided with what they need, and are systemically denied the economic capacity to buy shoes. The World Footwear Yearbook is an annual report analysing production and trade data within the footwear sector. Its maps of global shoe consumption show entire sections of Africa, Latin America and the Middle East as grey – indicating levels of consumption that barely register in comparison to the global scale.5


In highland areas of tropical Africa – for example, Cameroon, Rwanda and Burundi – people in rural communities face parasites like hookworm, and soil-borne diseases like podoconiosis, both of which enter the human body through the feet and cause debilitating illness and pain. Prevention of such conditions should be relatively simple: wear shoes. But farmers, villagers and children walking to school risk their health because they are too poor to buy shoes.6 Meanwhile, the most expensive pair of shoes on record are a golden concoction of leather, silk and 238 diamonds, and carry a price tag of $17,000,000.7


Levels of over-production are staggering and unprecedented. Previous societies required people to be producers and soldiers, now the primary need is for people to consume.8 Globalisation has propelled consumerism to previously unimaginable heights of choice and abundance for anyone with the money to indulge. In return, consumerism keeps globalisation functioning as a viable system – billions of tonnes of objects are bought and the profits stack up and up. It is only through the production and sale of merchandise that capitalism is able to function, and it is only through globalised capitalism, with its hunt for low wages and even lower standards, that a life of over-consumption is available to so many.


Competition time


At Sneaker Con, fourteen-year-old Daniel is trying to sell a pair of green-and-purple Nike Air Jordans. What he particularly likes about shoes is their ability to make him stand out: ‘You wanna look unique from other people, you wanna look better … or not better, but you wanna show them that you’re different.’ No matter that in this gigantic hall, thousands of teenage boys are in indistinguishably similar outfits.


Daniel’s friend Raymond is about a foot shorter than him but equally fanatical about shoes. For Raymond, shoes are linked with social status: ‘If you walk on the road and you see someone with bad trainers, you can tell that person’s not really a person to go to. But if you see someone with, like, vibrant trainers, you know they’re a person who spends their money wisely.’ Raymond is from Dagenham, one of the most deprived areas in London, but is given an allowance of £100 a month by his dad. He has spent the day swapping a pair of Nike ‘Space Jams’, then selling a pair of Prada trainers at a £250 loss because no one wanted to buy them. ­Raymond accepts that having no money doesn’t make someone a bad person, but says that if he was wearing ‘bad’ shoes he would be negatively judged. ‘You’d think – oh, he doesn’t look after himself. If you saw me it’d have, like, an impact on me by the shoes I wear.’ It is a value system Raymond says forms the basis of who he makes friends with, and who he avoids.


In the Trading Pit, this is echoed by seventeen-year-old Benji. ‘If you want to look good, you need to wear good clothing and good shoes, it makes you stand out.’ Benji has been trying all day to sell a pair of Pharrell Williams sneakers that did not live up to their hype and have become a ‘brick’ – an unpopular shoe that is hard to sell. Benji says he needs them gone. ‘If you look good, you’re more presentable, and in a way you’re a better person.’


Navigating modern society means being bombarded with messages that tell us we are being judged on what we wear, eat and drive. Thousands of adverts link consumption to our social status and tell us to be insecure about what we have. This puts us in a cycle of perpetual competition. It is a process that starts young.


Two of the most excited people at Sneaker Con are twelve-year-old Hugh and thirteen-year-old Oliver who are actually jumping up and down because they have just met their favourite YouTuber. ‘Blazendary and Urban Necessities are here!’ Oliver says ecstatically. Behind them a line of boys wait to have their photo taken with an American YouTuber wearing a pair of trainers worth £14,000.


‘It’s so fun! It’s just awesome, we just watch them all the time. And we love shoes! It’s crazy! It’s so crazy!’ Hugh says.


What is it about trainers that they love so much? ‘Dunno,’ says Oliver. ‘They’re cool and you can, like, wear them, so it’s good.’ Hugh is also too excited to properly think of an answer: ‘It’s the fact of being here and seeing all these crazy shoes and it’s so different and crazy. It’s so crazy.’


Based at Boston College, Dr Juliet Schor is one of the world’s leading experts on consumption. She says one reason people shop for consumption goods is because it is a highly visible way to prove you have money.


‘You can say you have all this money sitting in the bank but how do you prove it? We have a system in which the proof of money in the bank, is partly the ability to spend it, to waste it,’ Dr Schor explains. ‘If we think about consumer goods that convey status, a key quality about them is their social visibility.’ Sneakers, she says, are a great example of this because people wear them in public.


Dr Schor links modern-day over-consumption with the classic conspicuous consumption theories of Thorstein Veblen. Veblen argued that the wealthy leisure class used consumption as evidence of their wealth and power. It is a simple process: attach expensive items to your body, or the body of your wives and children, then parade around where people can see you.


Not much has changed, except that the constant presence of social media means people are more recorded and on display than ever before. One of the most depressing aspects of online sneaker culture is the trend for ‘How Much Is Your Outfit?’ – YouTube videos where people are asked to publicly admit the cost of each item they are wearing. The total is then added up and those who have spent the most are celebrated.9


As well as being a horrendous way of judging people, displays of status are often an illusion. Dr Schor highlights the phenomenon by which people use items like sneakers to gain status even when their overall financial or economic position is weak. Shoes attach to and move with the body, allowing people to appear with them in public and gain status even if their home life is far less affluent.


Filmmaker and photographer Lauren Greenfield has been documenting the subject of wealth for twenty-five years, exploring the lives of people who are wealthy, and those who aspire to be wealthy. She believes projecting wealth, whether people have it or not, has become more important than ever after twenty-five years of rising inequality and falling social mobility. ‘In a way, fictitious social mobility, bling and presentation, has replaced real social mobility … because it’s all you can get,’ Greenfield told NPR.10


On maps of the world, and on the streets, shoes reflect social inequality. On a basic level, they show who can afford expensive footwear and who cannot. Conspicuous consumption is a sign of wealth inequality, a sign that rather than being evenly distributed, there is a glut of money being hoarded by the rich at the expense of the poor. But shoes are also a means for social inequality to be reproduced. It has been argued by Pierre Bourdieu that consumption reproduces social inequality by giving wealthy people ‘cultural capital’. The ability to acquire the ‘right’ tastes is something that can be leveraged into better access to jobs, capital, connections, promotions and so on.11 As a classic status symbol, shoes are used to include or exclude people from favoured groups, and to maintain class boundaries.


For teenagers at Sneaker Con, consuming conspicuous trainers is, at its most positive, a desire to stand out and be noticed for something other than the negative assumptions often dumped on teenagers, particularly those from minority ethnic backgrounds. It rings as a cry for respect in a society that stereotypes and marginalises.


But what respect actually results from wearing a rucksack with an obscure cartoon graphic on it, or a pair of green-and-purple trainers? To the outside eyes of society, these are symbols that go unheeded, with the clothing and shoes worn at Sneaker Con looking interchangeable and unremarkable. Even within the subculture where these objects are highly prized, there is a replication of the values of the system that produced the items – a competitive stance that derives satisfaction from being better than other people and excluding those ‘beneath’ you.


The wall comes tumbling down


The word ‘sneakerhead’ does not get you anywhere near an accurate description of Scott Frederick. Sneakers have been Scott’s obsession since the 1990s, but you won’t find him standing in line for a pair of Yeezys or a Supreme T-shirt.


Instead, Scott will be poring over twenty-five-year-old JCPenney catalogues looking for photos of old-school trainers. Or he’ll be carefully archiving the first ever shoe blogs like Charlie’s Sneaker Page, a blog founded in 1995 by Charles L. Perrin, a man whose day job was working on the International Space Station.


Scott is a historian and connoisseur of sneaker culture. He owns a pair of shoes so rare, there’s only one photograph of them online – on Scott’s DeFY. New York website where he blogs about music, fashion and sneakers. The only way he’s selling that pair is if a museum makes him an offer. These days, Scott is satisfied immersing himself in the ultra-obscure history of branding and marketing, but it was not always this way. At one point, Scott obsessively bought sneakers, building his collection to approximately 400 pairs. He doesn’t know the exact figure, as he had stopped counting.


‘It was funny. I mean, it wasn’t funny at the time, but it’s funny now,’ he says. ‘I was storing all these shoes in my closet, and downstairs in the garage. One day I put up these new shelves in the closet, one of them was on the beam and that’s why I don’t understand how it happened, but everything fell, just collapsed. The whole wall collapsed in my closet, and I had to sleep around it all.’


Surrounded by shoeboxes and rubble, Scott came to a realisation: ‘Right there I’m like, oh my God, what am I doing with myself, like, what is wrong with me? It was literally a bed surrounded by hundreds of boxes. I’m like, this has gotten out of hand. About a year and a half after that, maybe two years, I purged everything. Everything. Every single shoe I owned.’


Having let go of his collection, Scott now describes himself as a ‘sort of minimalist’. He owns fifty to sixty pairs of sneakers. ‘I’m a minimalist collector, if that makes any sense,’ he laughs. ‘I really try to get down to the root of what I’m buying and why I’m buying it because otherwise it’s out of hand, and I feel like before I was out of hand. It becomes too consuming. At the end of the day this is just product, people feel like they need to own these things, but if this company doesn’t make these shoes it’ll go out of business – so they’ll be there! If you’re not wearing them it’s a waste.’


Scott didn’t come from money. His first pair of Andre Agassi signature shoes were a special treat from his grandmother in 1990. As he got older and earned his own money, Scott headed for New York’s flea markets where he could find pairs of the old-style sneakers he loved. When the internet arrived in his life in 1996, he discovered a burgeoning online sneaker community and got hooked. He describes connecting with people in the UK, France and Japan, people he has kept in touch with for years despite never meeting many of them. It has become, he says, almost like a family.


Global friendships formed through shoes provide a sense of why people consume objects like trainers. ‘Goods are really central to social life,’ says Dr Schor. She explains that while people create identity through consumables, they are a particularly key part of what makes meaning for people in their social lives.


A lot of consumption theories position shopping as a lonely act, something done as a result of unhappiness. Dr Schor cites the often-used cliché of the lonely suburban housewife making meaningless purchases to fill a void in her life. It is not a view of consumerism that Dr Schor accepts. Rather than seeing consumerism as a solitary activity, she argues it is overwhelmingly an innately social activity. Even suburban housewives consume in groups, remaining hyper-conscious of their peer group and their place in it. ‘The primary forces that drive consumption,’ Dr Schor says, ‘are social forces, social dynamics, dynamics of inequality and social competition, and the role of goods in giving status.’


This is not to say that a consumer society is the path to happiness. Repeatedly searching shops and websites for fulfilment is a soulless task. The shifting sands of trends and new product lines mean any joy is destined to be fleeting.


Never enough


In 1953, the author of the Textbook of Footwear Manufacture lamented the influence of fashion in determining which shoes were bought. A designer, the textbook argued, could produce a perfectly good shoe using the finest materials and craft techniques, and yet nobody would buy it if it was not deemed fashionable.12


Of all the social factors that drive consumption, fashion is pervasive and dominant. Fashion is, by definition, about change. It is necessarily about something new coming along and making people tire of even their favourite things. Corporations have harnessed this power to stop shoes being about what we need, and to permeate perfectly good things with a sense of obsolescence.


This leads us to replace things not because they are broken or worn out, but because we want something more fashionable. In previous decades fashion was based around seasonal collections, with designers debuting new designs just a few times a year. This changed with the advent of fast fashion, a system that has overwhelmed traditional collection cycles and led instead to the ultra-fast production of trend-based, throwaway clothes. In the new world of ‘pile them high and sell them cheap’, some high street shops bring out new lines every single week, making it harder and harder to keep up.


Allowing people to keep up, however, was never the aim of the game. With the world already full of more consumer goods than we can possibly need, people must be compelled into wanting more. In the 1920s, car manufacturers faced a saturated market – everyone who could afford a car already owned one. Cars were sturdy and long-lasting so manufacturers preyed on the vanity of the wealthy car-owning public and convinced them that annual design changes meant a new car should be bought each year. The president of ­General Motors stated: ‘The changes in the new model should be so novel and attractive as to create demand … and a certain amount of dissatisfaction with past models as compared with the new one.’13


It was a strategy deliberately focused on shortening the lifespan of new cars. The process was outlined again by an industrial designer in the 1950s: ‘We make good products, we induce people to buy them, and then next year we deliberately introduce something that will make those products old fashioned, out of date, obsolete. We do that for the soundest reason: to make money.’14 The difference between today and the 1950s is that shopping cycles are no longer yearly. Never before has fashion moved so fast. This dependency on people going out to shop means many homes in wealthy societies are now overstuffed with resource-intensive objects.


Marc Hare is the product director for footwear at Lacoste and previously ran his own designer shoe label, Mr Hare. Why does he think people whose cupboards are already saturated, keep buying new shoes? In part, he says, it is because footwear unavoidably wears out, but people also buy way more shoes than they need because they just keep coming.


Marc points to sites like Hypebeast where new shoe releases appear every day, pushing people to consume. The story of how brands keep people shopping comes back to what Marc calls the simple story of fashion, and the creation of constant change: ‘Unless you just totally switch off to it and just go, “No, I’m never going to get involved,” then it’s just easy and it’s there.’


Escaping from the constant pressure to shop is not a simple task. Perhaps to truly escape would involve a drastic move. The Tsawa Gang Dolma Lhakang Monastery is 15,000 feet above sea level on a mountain top in Eastern Tibet. One of the most inhospitable places on earth, the ground is frozen solid for eight months of the year, no trees or crops can grow and even just drawing breath is difficult. Reaching the closest shop of any kind means travelling for three days across 1,200 miles of treacherous terrain. Everything that is needed, from building materials to medicine, must be transported back up the mountain.15


If all shopping trips required such dedication, we would undoubtedly take more care to stop and think about what we truly need. But for people not living at the roof of the world, there is a constant struggle. Consumer items have been disassociated from need and turned instead into an emotional rollercoaster of self-esteem, social standing and manipulated desire.


Shoes are a public item, visible to the people we meet, and visible to thousands more via instant uploads to social media. They create a tension not only with how we perceive ourselves, but with judgement from other people. Fashion theorist Joanne Eicher told decades of students: If you don’t think clothing is important, try to go to work without it. The only way to prove you don’t care about clothes, is through your choice of clothes.16 The same is true with shoes. Any rebellion against social norms still necessitates the wearing of some kind of shoe, or the attempt to become conspicuously barefoot.


There remains a difference between criticising people for enjoying buying shoes, and criticising capitalism for constantly compelling people to consume.17 If we do not recognise the compulsions that are at work, we leave the field open to multinational corporations whose raison d’être is to manipulate people’s insecurities.


Over-consumption does not create a state of wellbeing. Instead, it is a mindset where consumers never rest but are kept in a constant state of both excitement and disaffection.18 Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman wrote about consumption’s need for people not to attach or commit long term to anything they buy. Rather than long-term love, consumerism is more a case of multiple brief encounters, with one eye peering over an object’s shoulder to see what else is new and available.19 In this way, there is an in-built temporariness in any consumer transaction: nothing is for life.


Traditionally, humans have had needs which they sought to satisfy. In today’s consumer society, the relationship between need and satisfaction has been flipped. Need is now preceded by the promise that satisfaction can be found in the shops.20 Even when shopping malls close for the day, the internet remains open for business. Every hour is now shopping hour, with people able to buy shoes from a Brooklyn store at midnight, from a factory in Shenzhen at 2 a.m. or from a Paris eBay account at 4 a.m. Globalisation has speeded up shopping to a 24/7 activity, no longer dependent on the location of shops or shoppers, and far beyond any natural need for the things we consume.


Dr Schor points out the exhaustion of trying to keep up with a process that takes up both money and time. Even among those with the resources to shop, fast fashion promotes dissatisfaction about what one already has, and anxiety about falling behind.21 It is a mindset that directly opposes the counterbalance to constant consumerism: consciously questioning the rat race and fostering a sense of contentment and gratitude for what we do have.


More than just strolling


Shoes are not just about protecting the foot from the ground or helping the body move. Royal families in Ancient Egypt had a reserved style of sandal, as did priests and wealthy officials. Sandals from Tutankhamun’s tomb have the insoles decorated with images of Egypt’s enemies, allowing the Pharaoh to symbolically crush his rivals with each step.22 Shoes are also used to symbolise the unholy and require removal before approaching sanctified places.23
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