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Throughout my research in fashion, I always ask myself how relevant my work is to communities outside of Anglo-American and European cultures? Although I was born, grew up and still live and work in London, as someone from the South Asian Indian Muslim diaspora, it’s important to me to question the relevance of my work beyond the global north context. For me, this means exploring ideas that could help to re-centre the value of fashion knowledges from the global south and to shape new fashion ideas informed through anti-colonial thinking. 
Colonialism has impacted fashion by speeding it up so that it is dominated by a profit-led model shaped around excess and waste. Todays sped-up process of clothing design and manufacturing that results in the fast fashion model has been enabled by evolving technologies and human labour resulting in environmental degradation and labour exploitation. In fashion, the dominant technology used to make clothes remains sewing, through stitching: the process of sewing is used to show creativity and progress: we’re no longer early humans reliant on animal skins shaped around our bodies for protection which proves that we humans have, over time, developed and become ‘civilised’. Sewing is the process of bringing two or more layers together: holes are made in each layer for stitching using something strong such as thread or other filaments to join the layers together, showing dexterity. The act of stitching has moved on since the earliest needles that date as far back 50,000 years, made from bird bones to today’s sewing machines that rely on fossil fuel energy to operate; today it is rare to find a garment that is totally hand-sewn. So, paradoxically, while sewing has helped humanity by making clothing more accessible, the human cost is high; from protests in the 19th century over fears its invention would result in mass unemployment to the Rana Plaza sewing factory collapse that killed 1,138 people and injured many more in Bangladesh in 2013. 
This has been the impact of fast fashion’s constant drive for more and more sewn garments. But, what if the process of sewing and the act of stitching was seen as contributing to global inequalities and rooted in colonialist ideas? Could sewing then be seen as unsustainable: a process that begins with cutting cloth and creating waste and then using – most often synthetic threads such as polycottons – to reassemble the cloth around standardised bodies or a one off bespoke individual body? 
Instead, could the act of slowing down and not sewing and not stitching provide a critical intervention in fashion’s sped-up system and show that an alternative ecological and socially regenerative fashion process is possible? Could this approach challenge the structures of knowledge, that result in myths related to Eurocentric and Anglo-American forms of thinking dominated by an objectivist and universalist knowledge system? Could the act of not sewing help to re-think fashion’s dependency away from capitalist economies in which fashion consumers are seen as passive and disconnected from both the designer, the design process and global inequalities? 
In my attempt to answer these questions I have been exploring how unstitched cloth remain a vibrant and exciting form of fashion, one that is non-prescriptive and open-ended and, unfortunately under documented. Unstitched fabrics that are used as clothing show multiple possibilities for using rectilinear forms in garment construction (see Burnham 1973). Experimenting with these possibilities is important in challenging the narrow universalist Eurocentric approach to fashion making. 
Working with different diaspora global south diaspora groups in North London (this included participants from Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Nigeria, Somalia, Sudan, Pakistan, Bangladesh and India) has helped me to explore how processes of co-creation can generate new ideas based on equitable creative global exchange of fashion knowledges. The starting point has been to ask, what happens if cloth is taken straight off the loom, as it has been for centuries and never cut or sewn; how would you dress yourself? Instead, this approach stems from global south communities and involves tactile, embodied and playful skills. Such fashion skills are co-created between the cloth and wearer, giving the wearer autonomy to create and re-create over and over again. There’s no capitalist logic here, no waste and no cutting; instead there is tying, knotting, draping, pleating , wrapping, layering, twisting and folding. 
But this approach to garment construction is perceived as traditional and static, associated with the global south, images of indigeneity and poverty and semi-nakedness, people who are perceived as traditional and living in static cultures.  Consequently, non-western clothing is so often represented as old-fashioned and ahistorical, and European and Anglo-American designs are seen as contemporary and cutting-edge. To subvert these stereotypes and such binary thinking has been important to me, as the division between the two show how racial hierarchies continue to be reproduced in the fashion design process.
In these workshops participants can explore approaches to garment construction that many participants say they knew at some point in their lives but had often forgotten, presenting a new counter-colonial practice of fashion. Here participants often draw on ancestral knowledges that have been passed down from parents and grandparents. Many of these ideas for manipulating cloth can often date back to ancient historical periods, blurring the lines between ancient and contemporary and colonial and postcolonial fashion cultures. This reformulation of intercultural fashion making does not essentialise the different cultural elements; instead it reconnects histories of empire, the formation of modern Britain and colonial nationalisms and helps to reinvent pre-colonial and colonial histories.
But something more has happened at these workshops: new and unexpected garments ideas have evolved as different groups began to not only teach each other but share and play with cloth, producing new ideas that provide alternative to fast fashion narratives. For example, someone of Pakastani heritage showed another participant of Nigerian heritage an alternative way to drape their African wax print Ankara fabric using sari draping techniques; the outcome showed a new inspiring cultural dialogue between these two cultures, rather than simply appropriating. These community-based fashion knowledges tell another story that shows global south fashion knowledges as having agency and dynamism, the opposite of the static stereotypes.  The new ideas enable fashion practices that subvert the dominant European fashion narratives that have contributed to the undervaluing, erasure and silencing of global majority fashion knowledges. These non-elite fashion knowledges incorporate affect and narratives that start with diverse bodies, raising a new set of questions: what might a politics of care in fashion look like and how might these fashion knowledges contribute to repairing past and ongoing coloniality to re-imagine anti-colonial futurisms? 
By engaging with unstitched fashion making processes, what did I learn? It’s clear that unstitched clothing is rich, vibrant and has huge potential to disrupt racial capitalist logics that dominate fashion. To succeed requires enabling people to regain autonomy of their bodies and minds, to share ideas and work collectively through non-hierarchical community-led bottom-up creativity. Only then can play be re-centred in the design process and a pluralistic global exchange of fashion languages flourish more fully to explore not sewing; and the possibilities for unstitched fashion as a process to re-claim pre-colonial fashions.
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