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ABSTRACT
Anastasis: Slow Fashion
Barbara Bultman, Master of Arts in Fashion Design and Technology, 2026

Thesis Directed by: Amanda Casrarez, MFA

This thesis explores how slow fashion principles contribute to the longevity and cultural
significance of iconic garments. Using qualitative research methods, including historical
analysis, literature review, and practice-based design research, this project analyzes and recreates
six iconic garments: the little black dress, trench coat, wrap dress, shift dress, wide-leg trouser,
and women'’s suit. The research investigates couture-level construction techniques, sustainable
materials, and timeless silhouettes, demonstrating how these strategies can extend garment
lifespan and foster emotional attachment between consumers and clothing. Ultimately, the
research concludes that slow fashion provides a practical framework for creating durable,
meaningful garments that support both environmental sustainability and long-term cultural

relevance within the fashion industry.

Keywords: slow fashion, sustainability, timeless design, iconic garments, garment longevity
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Introduction

Fashion operates within a cyclical framework in which trends are continually revived and
reinterpreted across generations. While some styles fade rapidly, others achieve lasting cultural
and aesthetic relevance, becoming iconic staples in fashion history. In today’s globalized
economy, the rapid production model known as fast fashion dominates the industry. Although
fast fashion provides consumers with affordable and trend-driven garments, its low cost conceals
significant environmental and ethical consequences. The industry contributes to excessive textile
waste in landfills, substantial water consumption, increased carbon emissions, and the
exploitation of garment workers in developing nations (Joy, 2022). As awareness of these
impacts grows, the slow fashion movement has emerged as a sustainable alternative that
prioritizes quality, ethical labor practices, and garment longevity over mass production and

disposability (Liu, 2022).

This thesis project examines how slow fashion practices influence the design,
craftsmanship, and lifespan of garments considered iconic throughout fashion history. While
slow fashion products often carry a higher initial price point, they offer long-term environmental,
economic, and social benefits. Slow fashion operates through three foundational pillars:
sustainability, ethical production, and timeless design, including a circular approach focused on
durability, responsible sourcing, and mindful consumption (Laing, 2024). Through high-quality
materials and couture-level construction techniques, slow fashion seeks to create garments that
retain both structural integrity and cultural relevance over time. Therefore, the questions guiding
this research include: What cultural, historical, or aesthetic qualities contribute to a garment

becoming iconic? How do traditional and contemporary craft techniques impact durability,



repairability, and longevity over fast fashion garments? How does perceived value influence
decisions to discard, repair, or archive clothing? And lastly, how can insights from iconic
garments inform future sustainable design practices? With this in mind, my final thesis project
will consist of the development of six looks influenced by iconic garments guided through a

process that includes the slow fashion foundational pillars.



Literature Review

To explore the foundational pillars of slow fashion, peer-reviewed journal articles,
scholarly texts, and reputable industry publications by researchers, such as Antanaviciute,
Domingos, Fabiani, Henninger, and others, were analyzed, with a focus on iconic garments that
have maintained cultural and aesthetic significance across decades. This research investigates the
role of designers, fashion houses, media representation, celebrity influence, and consumer
adoption in shaping a garment’s iconic status. Additionally, the study explores how historic
fashion staples continue to inspire contemporary collections and how they may be reinterpreted

through sustainable design practices and slow fashion principles.

The evolution of fast fashion can be traced to the industrial revolution, when mechanized
textile production significantly reduced the time and cost required to manufacture garments.
However, the contemporary fast fashion model emerged in the late twentieth century alongside
globalization and advances in supply chain logistics (Henninger, 2016). Brands such as Zara,
H&M, Forever 21, and Shein pioneered a system that translated runway trends into affordable
retail garments within weeks rather than months (Oliveira, 2022). This rapid production cycle
fundamentally transformed consumer expectations, encouraging frequent purchasing and trend-
based consumption. Unlike traditional fashion houses that release seasonal collections, fast
fashion retailers introduced new styles weekly or even daily. This accelerated turnover
normalized disposability, shifting clothing from durable goods to short-term commodities
(MacGregor, 2023). As a result, consumers began purchasing higher quantities of lower-quality

garments, contributing to unprecedented levels of textile production worldwide.



A defining feature of fast fashion is its heavy reliance on global outsourcing. Production
is often relocated to countries where labor costs are significantly lower, and regulatory oversight
may be limited, allowing corporations to minimize manufacturing expenses while maximizing
profit margin (Watson, 2013). However, this system frequently prioritizes speed and cost
efficiency over environmental sustainability and worker well-being (McNeil, 2015). Complex
global supply chains obscure transparency, making it difficult for consumers to trace the origins
of their clothing. The separation between production and consumption also distances consumers
from human and environmental costs associated with garment manufacturing (Soni, 2026). As
production volumes increase, so do the ecological and ethical consequences embedded within the

system (MacGregor, 2023).

Fast fashion thrives on psychological drivers such as novelty, social comparison, and
perceived affordability (Watson, 2013). Social media platforms amplify micro-trends,
encouraging constant wardrobe updates to maintain cultural relevance. The accessibility of low-
priced garments reduces the perceived value of clothing, making disposal easier and more
frequent. This culture of overconsumption reinforces a linear economic model described as
“take, make, dispose” (MacGregor, 2023). Raw materials are extracted, transformed into
garments, sold quickly, and discarded after minimal use (Oliviera, 2022). The short lifespan of

these garments contributes directly to mounting textile waste and environmental strain.

The fashion industry is one of the most resource-intensive industries globally. Cotton
production alone requires significant amounts of freshwater for irrigation (Shih-Yung, 2025).
Additionally, dyeing and finishing processes consume vast quantities of water and release

untreated wastewater into local ecosystems (Antanaviciute, 2022). These practices contribute to



water scarcity in vulnerable regions and degrade aquatic environments. Synthetic fibers such as
polyester, which are derived from petroleum, further intensify environmental damage. The
extraction and refinement of fossil fuels contribute to greenhouse gas emissions and long-term

ecological degradation (Fobiri, 2026).

One of the most visible consequences of fast fashion is textile waste accumulation.
Because garments are produced cheaply and designed for short-term wear, many are discarded
after only a few uses. Millions of tons of textile waste are sent to landfills annually, where
synthetic materials may take decades or even centuries to decompose (MacGregor, 2023).
Companies, such as CICLO, have created chemicals to add to synthetic fabrics to make them
biodegradable and decompose in landfills in only 3-5 years, instead of 300 years (Fobiri, 2026).
Blended fabrics complicate recycling processes, as separating natural and synthetic fibers is
technologically challenging and costly (Niinimaki, 2010). As a result, only a small percentage of

discarded clothing is effectively recycled into new garments.

The globalized supply chain of fast fashion contributes significantly to carbon emissions.
Raw materials may be sourced in one country, manufactured in another, and sold in yet another
region, requiring extensive transportation (McNeil & Moore, 2015). Combined with energy-
intensive production methods, these processes contribute to the industry’s substantial carbon
footprint (Liu, 2022). As climate change intensifies, the environmental costs of mass garment
production demand urgent reconsideration. The industry’s current trajectory raises serious

concerns about long-term ecological sustainability (Domingos, 2022).

Beyond environmental consequences, fast fashion raises serious ethical concerns

regarding labor conditions. The industry’s emphasis on speed and cost minimization often results
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in exploitative practices within garment-producing countries. Factories in regions such as South
Asia, Southeast Asia, and parts of Latin America frequently operate under conditions
characterized by low wages, excessive working hours, and inadequate safety regulations (Koenig
2022). Despite contributing significantly to global fashion profits, these workers often lack
access to healthcare, labor protections, and collective bargaining rights (Koenig, 2022). The
imbalance of power between multinational corporations and factory laborers perpetuates

systemic inequality within the industry.

Women comprise a significant portion of the global garment workforce. In many
developing nations, garment manufacturing provides employment opportunities; however, these
opportunities are often accompanied by vulnerability. Women workers may experience wage
discrimination, harassment, limited maternity protections, and restricted upward mobility within
factory hierarchies (MacGregor, 2023). Fast fashion dependence on marginalized labor
populations reinforces global inequalities. Consumers in wealthier nations benefit from low
prices while production burdens are borne by economically vulnerable communities
(MacGregor, 2023). This ethical imbalance underscores the urgent need for more equitable and

transparent production models.

The prioritization of production speed has also led to unsafe working environments. The
2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh, which resulted in the deaths of more than 1,100
workers, exposed the structural negligence embedded within fast fashion supply chains (Koenig,
2022). The tragedy highlighted the consequences of inadequate building maintenance,
overcrowded factories, and corporate disregard for worker safety (Koenig, 2022). Although

increased public awareness has prompted some regulatory reforms and corporate responsibility
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initiatives, concerns regarding factory transparency and enforcement remain (Gudi, 2024). The
continued demand for inexpensive, rapidly produced garments places pressures on manufacturers

to cut corners, often at the expense of worker well-being.

The systemic exploitation and unsafe working conditions in fast fashion not only have
profound human costs but also contrast sharply with the enduring values embodied by iconic
garments. Whereas fast fashion prioritizes speed and disposability, often at the expense of
worker welfare and ethical production, iconic garments achieve significance through careful
craftsmanship, thoughtful design, and cultural resonance (Antanaviciute, 2022). A garment
becomes iconic when it transcends mere utility, acquiring meaning that reflects pivotal social and
historical moments, such as shifts in gender roles, political expression, or artistic innovation
(Troy, 2006). In this way, the creation of culturally and historically significant garments
inherently demands attention to quality, ethical labor practices, and sustainability, aligning with
the principles championed by the slow fashion movement (Joy, 2022). By emphasizing longevity
and human-centered production, slow fashion not only preserves the structural and aesthetic
integrity of garments but also ensures that the people who create them are treated fairly, bridging

the gap between cultural significance and ethical responsibility (Liu, 2022).

Certain silhouettes have symbolized liberation, modernity, or rebellion within specific
eras. Cultural adoption solidifies a garment’s status. When a design resonates across generations
and social groups, it transitions from trend to staple. Design innovation plays a central role in
establishing iconic garments. Visionary designers reinterpret existing forms or introduce
groundbreaking silhouettes that redefine aesthetic norms (Troy, 2006). Fashion houses contribute

to longevity by preserving heritage while adapting designs to contemporary audiences (Troy,
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2006). The reputation of a designer or brand often enhances the symbolic value of a garment.
Association with luxury, craftsmanship, and innovation strengthens its cultural imprint

(MacGregor, 2023).

Media exposure and celebrity endorsement significantly influence whether a garment
achieves iconic status. When public figures wear a design during culturally significant moments,
the garment may gain widespread recognition (Troy, 2006). Fashion journalism, runway shows,
and digital platforms further amplify visibility. In the digital era, social media accelerated the
dissemination of fashion imagery. However, unlike fast-moving micro-trends, iconic garments

maintain relevance despite evolving media landscapes (Domingos, 2022).

Adaptability distinguishes iconic garments from temporary trends. While design details
may evolve, the fundamental silhouette or concept remains recognizable. This flexibility allows
designers to reinterpret classic pieces using contemporary fabrics, sustainable materials, and
updated construction techniques. From a slow fashion perspective, adaptability supports
sustainability. When a garment can be restyled, altered, or modernized without losing its identity,
its lifespan extends significantly (Fabiani, 2023). Additionally, emotional attachment, quality

construction, and cultural resonance collectively contribute to its endurance.

The slow fashion movement emerged in response to the rapid expansion of fast fashion
and its social and environmental consequences. Inspired by the broader “slow movement,” which
advocates for mindful consumption and sustainability, slow fashion emphasizes intentional
design, responsible sourcing, and durability (Oliviera, 2022). Rather than reacting to short-lived
trends, slow fashion encourages thoughtful creation and long-term use. The philosophy

challenges the assumption that affordability and speed should be the primary drivers of clothing
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production (Fabiani, 2023). Instead, it reframes garments as investments, items designed to be

worn, repaired, and appreciated over time (Liu, 2022).

Sustainability, the first pillar within slow fashion, encompasses material selection,
production processes, and product lifespan (Fobiri, 2026). Designers often prioritize natural,
organic, recycled, or low-impact textiles (Gudi, 2024). Sustainable production also includes
minimizing water consumption, reducing chemical use, and lowering carbon emissions
throughout the supply chain (Fabiani, 2023). Additionally, slow fashion aligns with circular
economic principles (Ramoniene, 2023). A circular model seeks to extend product lifecycles
through repair, resale, recycling, and responsible disposal (Fabiani, 2023). By designing
garments with longevity in mind, brands can reduce textile waste and environmental strain

(Sindhuja, 2025).

Ethical production is the second foundational pillar in slow fashion. Transparent supply
chains, fair wages, safe working conditions, and community-based manufacturing practices are
central to this approach (Liu, 2022). Unlike fast fashion’s opaque global systems, slow fashion
brands often emphasize traceability, allowing consumers to understand where and how their
clothing is made (Domingos, 2022). This transparency fosters accountability and empowers
consumers to make informed purchasing decisions (Sindhuja, 2025). Ethical production not only

protects workers but also enhances brand credibility and long-term sustainability.

Timeless design, the third pillar, distinguishes slow fashion from trend-driven
consumption. Rather than producing garments tied to fleeting aesthetics, slow fashion
emphasizes classic silhouettes, neutral palettes, and adaptable construction. These characteristics

allow garments to transcend seasonal cycles. Timeless design prioritizes longevity in both style
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and function, encouraging consumers to invest in garments that remain relevant and wearable
over many years. By focusing on refined tailoring, balanced proportions, and versatile color
schemes, designers can create pieces that integrate seamlessly into a variety of wardrobes and
occasions. This approach reduces the pressure to continuously replace clothing as trends change,

ultimately lowering overall consumption.

Couture-level craftsmanship further supports longevity. Techniques such as reinforced
seams, hand-finishing, structured tailoring, and quality linings enhance durability. The emphasis
on precision and detail ensures that garments maintain both structural integrity and aesthetic
relevance over time. In couture construction, garments are produced with a level of care and
technical skill that prioritizes lasting quality rather than speed of production. Methods such as
hand-set sleeves, carefully balanced patternmaking, and reinforced stress points help garments
withstand repeated wear while maintaining their original shape and fit. These techniques also
allow for greater control over the garment’s construction, ensuring that each component, from
the interior structure, along with interior linings, to the exterior finishes, are designed for

durability.

Consumer behavior plays a central role in sustaining the fast fashion industry. Although
environmental and ethical concerns surrounding clothing production are widely documented,
purchasing patterns often contradict expressed values (Troy, 2006). This phenomenon,
frequently described as the “attitude—behavior gap,” refers to the discrepancy between
consumers’ stated sustainability concerns and their actual buying habits (Joy, 2012). Many
individuals express support for ethical production and environmental responsibility yet continue

to purchase inexpensive, trend-driven garments. Fast fashion capitalizes on immediacy, novelty,
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and affordability. The rapid turnover of trends creates a sense of urgency, encouraging impulse
purchases (MacGregor, 2023). Social media platforms further intensify this behavior by
accelerating micro-trend cycles and reinforcing social comparison (Laing, 2024). Consumers are
exposed to continuous visual stimuli that promotes frequent wardrobe updates, increasing
perceived pressure to remain stylistically current (Joy, 2022). Additionally, the relatively low
cost of fast fashion reduces the perceived risk associated with purchasing (MacGregor, 2023).
When garments are inexpensive, consumers may justify short-term use and disposal. This
normalization of disposability undermines the principles of durability and long-term investment

central to slow fashion (Laing, 2024).

One of the most significant barriers to slow fashion adoption is price perception. Slow
fashion garments often carry higher upfront costs due to ethical labor practices, sustainable
materials, and smaller-scale production (Henninger, 2016). For many consumers, especially
students and lower-income individuals, these price differences can appear prohibitive (2025).
However, research suggests that cost-per-wear calculations provide a more accurate assessment
of long-term value (Niiniméki, 2010). A well-constructed garment worn repeatedly over several
years may ultimately cost less per use than multiple cheaply made alternatives replaced
frequently. Despite this economic logic, consumers often prioritize immediate affordability over
long-term savings due to budget constraints or limited awareness (Liu, 2022). Perceived
accessibility also influences purchasing decisions. Fast fashion brands dominate retail spaces and
online platforms, offering constant availability and convenience (Joy, 2022). In contrast, slow
fashion brands may operate through smaller boutiques or limited online distribution, reducing

visibility and accessibility. This imbalance reinforces established purchasing habits.
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Another barrier to responsible consumption is consumer skepticism resulting from
greenwashing. Greenwashing occurs when companies market products as environmentally
friendly without substantial evidence or meaningful sustainability practices (Antanaviciute,
2022). As sustainability becomes a popular marketing strategy, some brands adopt vague
language such as “eco-friendly” or “conscious collection” without transparency regarding
sourcing or labor conditions (Niinimaki, 2010). This lack of clarity can lead to distrust and
confusion. When consumers struggle to distinguish between genuinely sustainable brands and
misleading claims, they may disengage from ethical decision-making altogether. Transparency,
certification standards, and third-party verification are therefore essential in building consumer

confidence (Henninger, 2016).

Clothing functions not only as protection but also as a form of identity expression.
Consumers often use fashion to signal group belonging, status, or personal values (Henninger,
2016). Fast fashion’s ability to rapidly replicate runway trends allow individuals to participate in
current styles without significant financial investment. This accessibility reinforces social norms
centered on novelty and constant change (Domingos, 2022). Transitioning toward slow fashion
requires a cultural shift in how value is defined (Liu, 2022). Rather than equating style with
frequency of purchase, consumers must begin associating value with craftsmanship, longevity,
and ethical responsibility. Educational initiatives, influencer advocacy, and increased

transparency may gradually reshape these norms.

Encouraging responsible purchasing behaviors involves both individual and systemic
changes. Consumer education regarding textile waste, labor exploitation, and environmental

impact can increase awareness. Studies indicate that knowledge and personal values significantly
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influence sustainable purchasing decisions (McNeill, 2015). Brands can also support behavior
change by offering repair services, resale platforms, and transparent supply chain information.
When consumers feel connected to the production process and understand the story behind a
garment, emotional attachment increases. This emotional durability extends garment lifespan and
reduces disposal rates. Ultimately, while consumers hold purchasing power, responsibility does
not rest solely on individuals. Policy regulations, corporate accountability, and industry-wide
transparency must complement behavioral shifts. Addressing these barriers collectively enhances

the feasibility of slow fashion adoption on a broader scale.

Case Studies: Iconic Garments Through a Slow Fashion Lens

Coco Chanel and the Little Black Dress:

The little black dress (LBD), popularized by Coco Chanel in the 1920s, represents one of
the most enduring garments in modern fashion history. Introduced during a period of social
transformation following World War I, Chanel’s design challenged the ornate, restrictive
silhouettes that had dominated women’s fashion. The LBD offered simplicity, comfort, and
understated elegance (Troy, 2006). Its minimal structure aligned with the growing desire for
independence and practicality among women entering the workforce and public life (Troy,
2006). What distinguishes the LBD as iconic is its adaptability. The garment’s silhouette is
simple, typically characterized by clean lines and minimal embellishment, allowing it to be
styled for various occasions. Over the decades, designers have reinterpreted the LBD using
diverse fabrics, cuts, and detailing while preserving its essential identity (Troy, 2006). This
adaptability supports slow fashion principles, as the garment is not confined to a single trend

cycle.
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From a craftsmanship perspective, a well-constructed LBD relies on precision tailoring,
quality fabric, linings, and structural integrity. When produced using durable textiles such as
wool crepe, silk blends, or responsibly sourced materials, interior linings, the garment can
maintain its form for decades (Ramoniene, 2023). Its versatility reduces the need for multiple
occasion-specific garments, thereby encouraging mindful consumption. The LBD exemplifies

how timeless design and careful construction contribute to longevity (Troy, 2006).

Burberry Trench Coat:

Functional military outerwear developed by Thomas Burberry. The coat utilized
gabardine, a water-resistant yet breathable fabric designed to protect soldiers from harsh weather
conditions (Troy, 2006). Following World War I, the trench coat transitioned into civilian
wardrobes and gradually became a symbol of sophistication and practicality (Troy, 2006). The
trench coat’s iconic status is rooted in both functionality and design (Troy, 2006). Features such
as epaulettes, storm flaps, belted waists, and durable stitching reflect purposeful construction
rather than decorative excess (Troy, 2006). Its neutral color palette and tailored silhouette allow

it to remain relevant across changing fashion eras (Troy, 2006).

From a slow fashion perspective, the trench coat embodies durability and utility. High-
quality trench coats are often designed to withstand years of wear, making long-term wardrobe
investments. The garment’s seasonless nature further enhances its lifespan, as it can be worn
across climates and styled in various contexts (Troy, 2006). Sustainable reinterpretations of the
trench coat may incorporate organic cotton, recycled fibers, or low-impact dyes while preserving
its structural elements. The trench coat demonstrates how heritage design and technical

innovation can align with environmental responsibility.
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Diane von Furstenberg and the Wrap:

Von Furstenberg’s wrap dress became a defining symbol of female empowerment and
professional mobility (Troy, 2006). The garment design features a front closure formed by
wrapping one side across the body and securing it with ties at the waist (Troy, 2006). This
adjustable structure accommodates diverse body types and promotes comfort without sacrificing
elegance. The wrap dress achieved iconic status because of its versatility and cultural relevance
during a period of shifting gender norms (Troy, 2006). As women increasingly entered
professional environments, the wrap dress provided a balance between femininity and authority.

It’s flattering silhouette and ease of wear contributed to widespread adoption.

From a slow fashion perspective, the wrap dress supports longevity through adaptability
and inclusive design. The adjustable fit reduces sizing limitations and extends usability over
time. When constructed with durable knit fabrics or sustainable textiles, the garment maintains
shape and resilience. Additionally, its minimal hardware and straight forward pattern pieces
allow for easier repair and alteration. The wrap dress exemplifies how thoughtful design can

enhance both functionality and sustainability.

The Shift Dress:

The shift dress emerged prominently during the 1960s, reflecting the decade’s cultural
emphasis on youthfulness and modernity (Troy, 2006). Characterized by its straight, loose
silhouette that falls from the shoulders without a defined waistline, the shift dress represented a
departure from structured tailoring. Designers such as André Courréges and Mary Quant

popularized the style as part of the mod movement (Troy, 2006). The garment’s simplicity
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contributes to its iconic longevity (Troy, 2006). Without excessive shaping or ornamentation, the
shift dress offers a clean canvas for reinterpretation. Its uncomplicated construction allows
designers to experiment with color blocking, texture, and sustainable fabric innovations while

preserving its recognizable form.

From a sustainability standpoint, the shift dress’s minimalist structure reduces fabric
waste during production compared to more intricate garments. Its relaxed fit also increases
comfort and longevity, as it accommodates minor changes in body shape over time. The shift
dress illustrates how pared-down design can promote both aesthetic timelessness and responsible

manufacturing.

The Wide-Leg Trouser:

The wide-leg trouser has appeared in various forms throughout fashion history, from
early twentieth-century women’s beachwear to 1930s Hollywood glamour and 1970s power
dressing (Troy, 2006). The silhouette challenges traditional gender norms by adapting elements
of menswear into women’s wardrobes (Troy, 2006). Its fluid, elongated shape creates both
comfort and visual impact. The wide-leg trousers remain relevant because of their adaptability
and structural clarity. The design typically relies on careful tailoring, balanced proportions, high-
quality suiting fabric, and silk interior linings. When properly constructed, the garment resists

distortion and maintains its silhouette through repeated wear.

In a slow fashion context, wide-leg trousers support durability and seasonless styling.
They can be paired with various tops and outerwear, reducing the need for multiple trend-based

alternatives. Sustainable versions may incorporate organic wool, recycled polyester blends, or
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natural fibers dyed with low-impact processes. By emphasizing fit, construction, and timeless

proportions, the wide-leg trouser reinforces slow fashion commitment to longevity.

The Women’s Suit:

The women’s suit represents a significant milestone in fashion history, symbolizing
empowerment and the negotiation of gender identity within professional spaces (Troy, 2006).
Popularized by designers, such as Yves Saint Laurent with “Le Smoking” in 1966, the tailored
suit redefined formalwear for women (Troy, 2006). It merged traditional menswear elements
with feminine tailoring, creating a garment that conveyed authority and sophistication. The
women’s suit became iconic because it intersected with broader feminist movements and
workplace integration. Its structured blazer, tailored trousers, and coordinated construction
reflect precision craftsmanship. High-quality suits rely on interior canvassing, reinforced seams,

linings, and careful pattern drafting to maintain form.

From a slow fashion perspective, a well-made suit exemplifies investment dressing.
When constructed from durable fabrics and maintained properly, suits can last for decades. Their
modular nature allows individual components, such as blazers or trousers, to be styled separately,
extending versatility (Troy, 2006). The women’s suit demonstrates how tailored garments can

combine social significance with sustainable longevity (Liu, 2022).
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Methodology

This study employed qualitative research design integrating historical analysis,
theoretical inquiry, and practice-based design research. The methodological framework
combined scholarly literature review with creative production to examine how slow fashion
principles contribute to the longevity and cultural endurance of iconic garments. Because this
research investigated both conceptual frameworks and material outcomes, it operated at the
intersection of fashion theory, sustainability studies, and studio-based inquiry. The researcher has
over eleven years of experience working as a fashion designer, developing a strong foundation in
creative design, garment construction, and trend analysis. Throughout their career, the researcher
has gained extensive experience in the fashion industry, refining skills in concept development,
fabric selection, pattern development, and the creation of cohesive collections. In 2015, the
researcher earned a Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA) in Fashion Design, which provided formal
training in design principles, textiles, illustration, and the technical aspects of garment
production. Since then, the researcher has continued to grow professionally by applying both
academic knowledge and hands-on industry experience to create innovative and thoughtfully

designed pieces that reflect creativity and functionality.

The qualitative approach was selected to allow for in-depth examination of symbolic
meaning, craftsmanship techniques, and cultural relevance factors not easily quantified through
statistical measurement. The research emphasizes interpretive analysis, contextual evaluation,
and applied design experimentation. A comprehensive review of peer-reviewed academic

literature was conducted using databases. Search terms include slow fashion, fast fashion



23

environmental impact, sustainable textiles, ethical garment production, iconic fashion design,

and consumer behavior sustainability.

The literature was analyzed thematically to identify recurring concepts related to
durability, craftsmanship, cultural longevity, ethical labor practices, circular economy models,
and consumer psychology. These themes informed both the conceptual framework and the
applied design component of the study. The study conducted a historical analysis of six iconic
garment categories: the little black dress, trench coat, the wrap dress, the shift dress, the wide-leg
trouser, and the tuxedo. Each garment was evaluated using the following analytical criteria:
historical context of emergence, designer influence and brand legacy, symbolism, cultural and
social impact, structural construction and tailoring techniques, material composition, durability,
and adaptability across decades. Comparative analysis examined how these garments-maintained
relevance over time and how their construction methods align with slow fashion principles such

as longevity, repairability, and adaptability.

In addition to theoretical research, this thesis incorporates a practice-based design
component. Practice-based research positions the act of making a legitimate mode of inquiry.
The development and construction of a curated collection served as an experimental
investigation into how sustainable materials and couture construction techniques influence

garment durability and cultural resonance.

The design process for a sustainable modernized iconic collection included concept
development, visual research, archival study, and mood board creation grounded in historical
references. Material sourcing involved the careful selection of sustainable textiles, including

natural fibers, low-impact dyed fabrics, and recycled materials when appropriate. Pattern



24

development focused on drafting and refining patterns that reflect timeless silhouettes while
incorporating contemporary proportions. Construction techniques emphasized couture-level
sewing methods, such as reinforced seams, structured tailoring, lining applications, and hand-
finishing to ensure durability and quality. Fabric manipulation included the use of techniques like
pleating, smocking, slashing, fringe, layering, and gathering to connect historical influences with
modern design innovation. Finally, durability assessment evaluated seam strength, structural

stability, and the garment’s capacity for alteration or repair to support long-term wear.

This iterative design process allowed for continuous reflection between theory and
practice. Each garment functioned as both an aesthetic artifact, and a research outcome
demonstrating the tangible application of slow fashion principles. To evaluate alignment with
slow fashion principles, garments were assessed according to three primary pillars:
sustainability, ethical production considerations, and timeless design and longevity. These
criteria provided a structured evaluative lens through which both historical garments and

contemporary reinterpretations were analyzed.

A central characteristic of iconic garments is their ability to remain relevant across
changing fashion eras. Historical analysis showed that garments such as Coco Chanel’s Little
Black Dress, the Burberry trench coat, and Diane von Furstenberg’s wrap dress were
reinterpreted by successive generations without losing their core identity. Adaptability was

facilitated by versatile silhouettes, neutral color palettes, and modular design elements.

In practice-based testing, contemporary reinterpretations of these staples demonstrated
that garments with flexible features, such as adjustable closures, modular components, and

timeless cuts, could accommodate evolving body shapes, styling preferences, and seasonal
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trends. This adaptability allows consumers to incorporate iconic garments into diverse wardrobes
over long periods, reducing the need for frequent replacements and supporting slow fashion
principles. Findings indicate that structural integrity and precision tailoring are fundamental to
garment longevity. Analysis of archival garments revealed the consistent use of reinforced
seams, durable linings, and couture-level hand finishing, contributing to decades of wear with
minimal deterioration. The research also demonstrated that high-quality craftsmanship and
thoughtful construction techniques play a significant role in extending the functional and
aesthetic lifespan of garments. These findings support the principles of slow fashion by
emphasizing durability, intentional design, and long-term consumer value over mass production

and short-term consumption.
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Results

The practice-based collection confirmed that employing slow fashion principles using
sustainable textiles, including organic cotton, wool blends, and recycled fibers, produces
garments that are not only structurally sound but also aesthetically enduring. High-quality
craftsmanship enhances emotional durability, as consumers are more likely to value and preserve
garments that demonstrate skillful construction and tangible quality. Iconic garments are
embedded within social and historical context, often reflecting shifts in gender roles, politics, or
artistic expression. For example, the wrap dress symbolized female empowerment and workplace

mobility, while the women’s suit articulated professional authority and gender equality.

Consumer research and literature reviews support the finding that cultural resonance
enhances emotional attachment between consumers and their garments, encouraging repeated
use and ultimately prolonging the lifespan of clothing. When individuals feel that a garment
reflects aspects of their identity, heritage, or personal values, they are more likely to value it
beyond its functional purpose. This emotional connection can transform clothing from a
disposable commodity into a meaningful possession that consumers care for, repair, and continue

wearing over time.

The findings indicate that iconic garments share several defining characteristics:
adaptability across decades, high-quality craftsmanship, cultural and historical relevance,
structural durability, slow fashion principles enhance garment longevity by emphasizing durable
materials, ethical production, and timeless silhouettes. Consumer research further confirms the

presence of the “attitude—behavior gap,” where individuals express support for sustainability yet
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continue purchasing fast fashion (Joy, 2012). However, cost-per-wear analysis demonstrates that

investment garments provide greater long-term value (Niiniméki, 2010).
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Discussion

The intersection of slow fashion and iconic design demonstrates that sustainability and
cultural longevity are mutually reinforcing. Garments such as the little black dress, the trench
coat, the wrap dress, and the tailored suit illustrate how thoughtful construction extends lifespan
and relevance. Barriers to slow fashion adoption include higher upfront costs, limited retail
accessibility, social pressure to follow micro-trends, and consumer skepticism due to
greenwashing (Joy, 2022). However, transparency, education, repair services, resale platforms,
and corporate accountability may shift consumption patterns toward sustainability (McNeill &
Moore, 2015). As consumers become more informed about the environmental and ethical
impacts of clothing production, there is increasing potential for purchasing behaviors to prioritize
quality, longevity, and responsible manufacturing over disposability and trend-driven

consumption.

The findings also suggest that emotional attachment and cultural significance play an
important role in extending garment lifespan. Consumers are more likely to preserve and
repeatedly wear garments that reflect personal identity, craftsmanship, and timeless design
(Domingos 2022). This reinforces the idea that fashion can function as both a cultural artifact

and a sustainable investment rather than a temporary commodity.

The curated collection developed for this thesis project demonstrates that historical
inspiration can coexist with innovation, reinforcing slow fashion’s potential to preserve heritage
while advancing responsible production. By combining sustainable textiles with couture-level

construction techniques and iconic silhouettes, the collection illustrates how contemporary



fashion design can balance creativity, functionality, and environmental responsibility while

contributing to a more sustainable future for the industry.

29
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Conclusion

Slow fashion represents a crucial paradigm shift in the fashion industry, challenging the
fast-paced, disposable model that has dominated global consumption for decades. Through the
lens of iconic garments, such as Coco Chanel’s little black dress, the Burberry trench coat, and
Diane von Furstenberg’s wrap dress, it becomes evident that design rooted in durability,
adaptability, and timelessness not only ensures aesthetic longevity but also supports sustainable
and ethical practices. These garments exemplify the three pillars of slow fashion: sustainability,
ethical production, and timeless design. Demonstrating that thoughtful design can endure both
cultural and temporal changes. By investing in quality fabrics, careful construction, and versatile
silhouettes, slow fashion pieces maintain relevance across trends and reduce the environmental

footprint associated with constant garment turnover.

Consumer behavior research highlights both the potential and the challenges of
transitioning toward slow fashion. While younger generations increasingly value sustainability
and ethical labor practices, barriers such as high upfront costs, limited accessibility, social
pressures, and greenwashing skepticism continue to impede widespread adoption. Nevertheless,
contemporary studies show that awareness, transparency, and post-purchase engagement, such as
repair, resale, and extended use, can shift consumption patterns toward responsibility. Brands
like Patagonia exemplify how aligning business strategies with slow fashion principles foster
consumer loyalty while reinforcing environmental stewardship (Niinimaki 2010). These findings
indicate that slow fashion is not merely a theoretical ideal, but a practical framework capable of

influencing behavior, reshaping social norms, and redefining value in the fashion industry.
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Ultimately, slow fashion offers more than sustainable alternatives to fast fashion; it
represents a holistic approach to consumption, design, and ethics. By prioritizing quality over
quantity, fostering emotional attachment through craftsmanship, and promoting transparency in
production, slow fashion reduces textile waste, minimizes environmental impact, and advances
social responsibility. Iconic garments serve as tangible examples of this philosophy, proving that
enduring design is possible without sacrificing ethical and sustainable standards. As consumer
awareness continues to grow and industry practices evolve, slow fashion presents a viable path
toward a more responsible, conscious, and timeless fashion culture; one in which clothing is

valued not for its novelty but for its purpose, longevity, and connection to the world around us.
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Appendix

Barbara Bultman Designs Portfolio SS°26

Barbara Bultman

Prepared by:

Barbara Bultman, Designer

Date Prepared:

May 8, 2026
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