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Gillian Osrin is an ethical-fashionista 
residing over the site of all-things-
ethical that is Style With Heart. This 
week, I ask Gillian for an insider’s take.
“I’ve been in retail for about 20 
years. I wanted to give something 
back,” she said. It’s clear that Gillian’s 
vision is all-encompassing. Perusing 
the website, it’s hard to ignore the 
company’s innate ability to unite 
producers, brands and shoppers 
from a rich global community.

Explaining her journey through 
retail, Gillian draws parallels 
between the changing ethics of 
fashion, past and present:  “That was 
around the time when corporation 
responsibility was fairly embryonic, 
but still something I wanted to do. 
Whilst I was working there, I came 
into contact with a lot of people 
who wanted to put ethical and eco 

at the core of their businesses – so 
working with really small artisan 
groups all around the world. And I 
thought, what can I do to help them?”  
So Style With Heart was the answer 
to the difficult question of how to 
access the market for many small 
producers. Think ASOS, but eco.  
The business has gone from strength 
to strength, building its principles of 
quality and ethics: “I want people to 
spend less, shop less. Better quality, 
longer-lasting things.” Gillian also 
stresses the diversity of the company: 
“I’ve had to put my personal 
preferences to one side, because there 
are brands on the site that are slightly 
more traditional, eco, bohemian 
types, which isn’t my thing at all. 
The whole thing about Style With 
Heart was that it could be a one-stop 
guide to suit all tastes, men, women, 
and children. So it’s very, very broad.” 

The site is a nexus of ethical ideas, 
though Gillian prefers to steer clear 

of words such as “eco”, “ethical” 
or “sustainable”. “These terms are 
often loaded with specific – and 
often misunderstood – meanings. 
They’re not broad enough on their 
own to encompass the values of all 
the companies.” It’s a very fair point. 
The connotations of the term have 
become largely simplified, though 
undeniably attractive. “We buy 
clothes and accessories that make 
us look good. But how about buying 
things that make us look good and 
feel good too?”  People are looking 
to change their lives. As Stella 
McCartney said, referring to her 
decision to become the first luxury 
fashion brand that is anti-fur and 
leather: “I’m a big believer in that 
just doing a little something, is a lot 
better than doing a lot of nothing.”

This gloriously ethical agenda is 
closely woven into the fabric of Style 
With Heart.  The site itself is a thing 
of beauty as well as a manifesto. “The 
number one criteria is that brands 
have to be ethical. They need to be 
aware of their work force. The work 

places need to be audited regularly and 
they need to know about their supply 
chain. In addition to that, if there’s an 
environmental and eco element to 
what they do, then all the better.” It’s 
exactly this conscientiousness, which 
Gillian stresses as the key to an ethical 
lifestyle: “I think it’s really about what 
you do in your everyday life and the 
decisions you make. It’s very much 
about buying less, but better quality 
and longer lasting. If you need 
something new to wear on a night out, 
clothes swap with a friend, or hold a 
shopping party. Think charity shops, 
recycling, customizing.” Surprisingly, 
Gillian does not consider the much-
maligned high street retailers to be 
entirely at fault.  “High street retailers 
actually aren’t the biggest offenders, 
but they will take years to change.” 

I ask wonderingly about the Yves 
Saint Laurent quote featured on the 
website. It insists that while “fashion 
fades, style is eternal.”  Is it not being 
taken out of context? Can this ever 
mean the same thing in the separate 
spheres of ethical and unethical 
fashion? “The brand has changed 
and they’re taking steps to be more 
sustainable. It’s something that 
I’ve always thought is quite ironic 
for design houses because they’re 
not using factories in Bangladesh, 
they’re using real craftsmen and 
artisans who are hand making 
these clothes. It’s just how it is.” 
Then where do the problems start?   

“The main issue that people can’t see 
is there’s very few high street retailers 
that have their own factories.  They’re 
having to share factories, it’s quite 
difficult when you’ve got one retailer 
who wants to pay the living wage, and 
another one who doesn’t. How can 
they explain that to their workers? 
That’s a challenge that everyone’s up 
against at the moment.” The legislation 
is in place, but no one is enforcing it.  

Nevertheless, ethics and fashion 
are definitely courting. Gillian is 
testament to the changes being 
made: “You have a lot of high street 
retailers who are really trying to make 
an effort. Some are doing more than 
others. But they are trying to do 
something. Off the back of that, a 
year ago I launched Boutique With 
Heart which focuses on eco, ethical, 
vintage, handmade jewelry.” It’s 
another link in the fashion chain. 

Gillian is aware of people’s desire to 
feel connected, fashion is, after all, a 
community. “If you have something 
with a story behind it, it connects you 
more closely with it. You appreciate 
the effort much more – the work and 
time that’s gone into it. I think when 
people are actually thinking about 
what they’re consuming on every level 
they enjoy it a lot more and they take 
less for granted: they waste a lot less.”

Style With Heart is pioneering 
not  only a brand, but a lifestyle 
choice. Positive change is in the 
air. So why not change with style?

The Oxford Student | Friday 12th February 2016   28Fashion

Ethical Fashion:

Fashion

Wearing fur is a contentious fashion 
choice and has been a divisive issue 
for designers and shoppers alike for 
decades. There are countless instances 
of anti-fur protesters hijacking 
fashion shows or daubing red paint 
on store windows, nonetheless the 
fur industry continues to grow in 
wealth and power year upon year. 
High-profile designers such as Stella 
McCartney and Vivienne Westwood 
have condemned the fur industry for 
its cruelty and refuse to use fur in 
their designs; hence the continued 
popularity of fur, in spite of the deep 
ethical controversy surrounding it, is 
somewhat baffling. Designers such 
as Fendi, which has its roots in fur 
fashion, chose to recapture their 
origins last year with an exclusively 
fur haute couture fashion show. 
PETA were quick to condemn this 

decision, which in turn prompted 
Karl Lagerfeld, the creative director 
of Fendi, to express his confusion 
regarding anti-fur mentalities: “for 
me, as long as people eat meat and 
wear leather, I don’t get the message.”

Is Lagerfeld right? Is everybody who 
steers clear of fur but can’t say no to a 
bacon cheeseburger an undeniable 
hypocrite? He is certainly not the first 
to raise such an argument in defence 
of the fur farming industry but this 
message has yet to be internalised by 
many designers. Defensible or not, 
it is fairly common practice to draw 
a line between the use of leather in 

fashion and the use of fur. Some 
proponents of the use of leather 
argue that a cow’s skin is merely a 
by-product of an animal that will be 
slaughtered for meat. Surely since the 
cow is going to die regardless, should 
we not try to ensure that the poor 
animal didn’t die in vain? 

Yet even a little research reveals this 
assumption to be, at best, seriously 
misleading. Sure, it’s true that the 
bulk of leather used for clothing, 
footwear and accessories is a by-
product of cows raised for beef, but 
this is certainly not a universal 
truth. Often the sale of cow skins is 
actually more profitable for farmers 
than the sale of the meat and even 
when it’s not, it would probably be 
more accurate to describe leather as a 
subsidy to, rather than a by-product 
of, the meat industry. In short, the 
two work in tandem.

It is also important to remember 
that cow hide is only one variety of 

leather and the supposedly ethical 
mentality of “waste not want not” 
collapses when a material like ostrich 
leather is brought into the equation. 
Of course, ostrich steaks do indeed 
exist but you’d be hard-pressed to find 
it in your local supermarket or farm 
shop, whereas upon a trip to Harvey 
Nichols one would come across 
multiple ostrich leather handbags 
and maybe even a pair of heels. The 
same can be said of crocodile and 
snakeskin. In the ostrich farming 
industry, the skin accounts for 80 
per cent of the bird’s value and so 
in buying an ostrich leather bag 
you are directly contributing to the 
perpetuation of animal slaughter and 
not merely lessening the wastage of 
the inevitable.

The use of fur is perhaps akin to the 
use of ostrich and crocodile skin: with 
the exception of rabbits, the animal 
carcasses are not used in human food 
at all. But that is not to say that fur 
manufacturers do not dispose of these 
animals in the most cost-effective 
ways possible and the remains of 
foxes, minks and chinchillas often 
go into pet feed and fertilizers. The 
popular aversion to fur then possibly 
boils down to the fact that, no matter 

how economical their deaths, these 
animals are ultimately killed for 
aesthetic reasons.

Do not misunderstand me, I am the 
furthest thing from vegan myself; and 
am actually writing this wearing a 
suede skirt. And yet I really do believe 
that I love animals; I feel a genuine 
attachment to my pets and would 
never want to be without animals in 
my life. So I feel like my consumption 
of meat and leather should bother 
me, but it just doesn’t. Why not? 
The answer, I would argue, lies in a 
phenomenon colloquially termed the 
“meat paradox” and psychologically 
termed “cognitive dissonance”. 
Basically, like many omnivores, I am 
pretty adept at compartmentalising 
the image of a duck on a pond and a 
duck on my plate. At the same time, I 
have steered clear of wearing fur my 
entire life for, dare I say it, “ethical 
reasons”. And this is ultimately the 
question that we are most interested 
in: is it logically sound to condemn 
the incorporation of fur into fashion 
and yet refuse to give up your leather 
jacket and quit eating steaks? I do not 
think it is and if that is your attitude 
you are probably a hypocrite. But don’t 
worry; there are quite a few of us. 

Freya Morris
Staff Writer

Style With Heart

Rebecca Oates
Staff Writer

The meat paradox of fur and leather 
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“Is everybody who steers 

clear of fur but can’t say 

no to a hamburger an un-

deniable hypocrite? 

“Style With Heart was the 

answer to the difficult 
question of how to access 

the market for many small 

consumers



The Oxford Student | Friday 12th February 2016

Ethical Fashion Initiative: Not Charity, Just Work 
Sherry Chen
Fashion Editor 

Earlier this week, I spoke to Ethical 
Fashion Initiative (EFI), a flagship 
programme of the International 
Trade Centre, a joint agency of the 
United Nations and the World 
Trade Organisation. EFI links 
the world’s top fashion talents to 
marginalised artisans - the majority 
of them women - in East and West 
Africa, Haiti and the West Bank. The 
organisation has been connecting 
artisans to the global fashion supply 
chain since 2009. EFI also works with 
the rising generation of fashion talent 
from Africa, encouraging the forging 
of fulfilling creative collaborations 
with artisans on the continent. Under 
its slogan, “NOT CHARITY, JUST 
WORK” the EFI advocates a fairer 
global fashion industry. 
SC: When was EFI founded? What 
were the motivations of establishing 
such an organisation?
EFI: The Ethical Fashion Initiative 
was founded in 2009 as a programme 
of the International Trade Centre (a 
joint agency of the United Nations 
and World Trade Organisation). The 
first country we worked in was Kenya. 
The hub we set up there was recently 
bought by private investors which we 
were very pleased about.

I was inspired to start the EFI after 
working in Kenya where I met a lay 
missionary called Gino Filippini. 
Gino live in the Korogocho slum 
of Nairobi and worked with micro-
producers, helping them set up 
cooperatives. His work inspired me as 
I saw real potential in working with 
micro-producers, helping them to 
organise and learn new skills so that 
they can positively improve their lives 
through work.
SC: What were the goals of EFI 
when it was first established? Have 
they changed over the past few years?
EFI: The goal has always been 
to create jobs in the value chain of 
fashion for micro-producers in Africa. 
These have not changed but they 
have evolved because we have grown 
in size and stabilised our work by 

creating ethical fashion production 
hubs to manage these jobs. Ultimately 
we have sought out private investors 
to invest in these hubs and the people 
working in them. We have also added 
new goals such as the mentoring 
of African creatives by supporting 
emerging African designers and 
brands. 

 SC: What is considered “ethical” by 
EFI?
EFI: Dignified working conditions 
with the full application of the Fair 
Labour agenda and a clear framework 
to track all processes and all people 
involved in production processes, so as 
to have a very transparent supply chain 
that is fully traceable. This information 
should be disclosed to consumers and 
partners so that everyone can verify 
them. A clear environmental agenda 
adapted to each supply chain is also 
necessary. For example, in leather 
the environmental agenda that we 
have is to eliminate heavy metals and 
chrome, for cotton it is eliminating 
chemical dyes, using organic and/or 
recycled materials whenever possible. 
We believe that setting and following 
standards and being ethical is a form 
of sustainability. It must be noted that 
there is not a defined blueprint; there 
is no such thing as a clear and simple 
recipe. Being ethical and sustainable 
means undertaking a journey towards 
sustainability, which is a matter of trial, 
error and continuous improvement. 
Complete sustainability is a final 
aim, but there are many intermediate 
stages that can be equally important. 
The path towards sustainability has 

to be clearly communicated. It has to 
be clearly and properly tracked with 
a work plan and landmarks, so that 
everyone can mark their progression 
and no one lags behind.

 SC: How do you select your 
partners?
EFI: Sometimes we are approached 
by brands and sometimes we approach 
brands directly. It really works both 
ways and, of course, we are constantly 
meeting and being introduced to new 
brands through our network.

 SC: Tell us a bit about your recent 
event Generation Africa.
EFI: Generation Africa was a 
fashion show which we organised at 
Pitti Uomo in Florence. We selected 
four African designers to participate 
and showcase their Autumn-Winter 
2016 collections. There were two 
Nigerian brands, Ikiré Jones and 
U.Mi-1, and two South African 
brands, AKJP and Lukhanyo Mdingi 
x Nicholas Coutts. It was an excellent 
show. This event was part of our 
African designer programme whereby 
we support designers to access fashion 
platforms to gain access to the 
fashion market and raise awareness 
about their brand. For this show we 
partnered with an Italian association 
called Lai-momo which runs several 
welcome centres for asylum-seekers 
in Italy. With Lai-momo we cast 
three asylum-seekers as models for 
the Generation Africa show. This 
was an opportunity to use fashion to 
discuss a social issue and of course 

change perceptions and stereotypes 
that society often has of migrants and 
asylum-seekers from Africa. It was a 
very successful partnership with Lai-
momo and we are currently working 
to expand our work with them to set 
up a fashion-focused training facility 
for asylum-seekers.

 SC: Finally, could you please 
comment on the recent trend of eco 
fashion and ethical fashion? Do you 
think the industry provides sustainable 
environment for the development of 
ethical fashion?
EFI: The ethical fashion movement 
is about people and labour. Yes, the 
industry is more conducive to the 
ethical fashion movement than it 
was eight years ago. Then, it was a 
matter for innovators and confined 
to very small spaces, both within the 
fashion market and in the public 
eye. Today, ethical fashion is part 
of the agenda of all the groups that 
work in this industry; Kering has a 
Chief Sustainability officer, Marie 
Claire Daveu, who is very active on 
this. But all the groups have some 
resources allocated to sustainability. 
It is a more conducive environment 
because consumers have woken up 
and are more demanding. Social 
media allows people, even those in 
marginalised conditions, to be vocal, 
to have agency and to be heard. People 
are more mobilised as consumers, and 
use their buying power. The drive for 
change does not come from within 
the industry, as it would remain in 
the old paradigm if there was no push 
from the consumers. Sociologists 

have named “individualisation” as the 
main trend of our time. There is a big 
debate in sociology about whether 
individualisation gives more or less 
agency to people. It may not allow for 
big political goals, but it surely gives 
more agency to people as consumers, 
because they are more informed and 
have immediate purchasing power. 

We also live in an age of post-
materialist issues. This means that 
consumers are not only looking 
for a gorgeous product but also to 
satisfy deep inner motivations. This 
is evident in the political spectrum 
of the societies in which we live. 
People are changing their partisan 
affiliation model. Once upon a  time, 
the affiliation model was only on the 
basis of census; generally the working 
class leaned to the left and then the 
middle or higher classes leaned to 
the centre or the right. Today it is 
different because there are these post-
materialist and aspirational issues, as 
well as identity politics. It is very likely 
that an affluent person has a political 
platform from the left-wing and vice 
versa. 

The same is true of consumerism. 
Consumers are not only concerned 
about the beauty and price of 
products, but also are evaluating the 
non-physical features of the product. 
Their choices are now linked to 
sustainability in terms of people and  
the planet. This is the real movement 
behind the ethical fashion movement 
and the real reason why the industry 
is becoming more responsive. If we 
didn’t identify problems and demand 
solutions, the industry wouldn’t 
change at all.
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Street style: 4th week’s best dressed


