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RECLAIMING SLOWNESS:

THINKING BEYOND A CAPITALIST FRAMEWORK

COLUMN HOST

LU Xiaoxuan
Assistant Professor of Landscape Architecture at the University of Hong Kong

The opening of a McDonald’s at the foot of Rome’s historic Spanish Steps in
the Piazza di Spagna in 1986 sparked angry demonstrations intended to protect
the traditional local cuisine and advocate for agricultural biodiversity. The
demonstrations soon metamorphosed into “Slow Food,” an international social
movement, with a founding manifesto signed in Paris by delegates from 15
countries in 1989. “Against the universal madness of the Fast Life,” declared
the manifesto, “we need to choose the defense of tranquil material pleasure.
Against those, and there are many of them, who confuse efficiency with frenzy,
we propose the vaccine of a sufficient portion of assured sensual pleasure,

to be practiced in slow and prolonged enjoyment.”™ Slow Food stands as a
fundamental critique of conventional economics’ obsession with consumption
and production, celebrating instead a set of nested values based on local and
traditional production, awareness and responsibility, and diversity and health of

the ecosystem.

Thirty years later, more than 1,500 Slow Food organizations in over 150
countries have been established. The principles of the Slow Food movement
have been adopted by and adapted for a wide range of cultural activities that
form the network of a broader “slow movement.” Slow activists seek to put the
brakes on the frantic pace of modern technological life, and shore up the ever-
declining opportunities for more contemplative relationships with other people
and the natural world. Now Slow Gardening, Slowing Cities, Slow Education,
Slow Philosophy, Slow Money, Slow Fashion, Slow Media and others question
the prevailing worldview that equates growth with improvement and speed with
efficiency. They refuse to accept our destiny as passive consumers in a capitalist
machine devoted only to unbridled economic growth and consumerism. The two
projects presented in this issue focus on Slow Fashion and Slow Food, exploring
how our lust for speed infects the economic systems, business models, and value
sets that underpin the fashion and food sectors today, which profoundly influence

their potential to mature towards sustainable futures.

In Slow Fashion Lab in Indonesia: Mapping Landscape of Urgencies in
Developing Countries, Aprina Murwanti from Universitas Negeri Jakarta shares
with us her curatorial ideas behind a travelling exhibition, which aims to raise
awareness of how fashion design techniques, processes, and materials impact
resource flows, workers, communities, and ecosystems. Since the 1980s, the
surge of globalization has allowed large-scale companies to shift the bulk of
their production to developing countries, with dramatic environmental and social
consequences. Recognizing the unique challenges faced by Indonesia’s fashion

industry, the term “slow fashion” is interpreted more broadly than in developed
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countries, extending its precepts to tie in with Indonesia’s real situation and
context. The exhibition reveals different perspectives on how artisans, designers,
and researchers approach the philosophy of slow fashion in Indonesia, and
celebrates tradition as a bridge to the future by displaying the products of local
designers who are weaving together tradition and contemporary, sustainable
approaches. The exhibition highlights the importance of respect and tolerance

in the process of developing a slow fashion philosophy in Indonesia, a diverse

archipelago of over 13,000 islands with 260 million people of various faiths.

In The Rural Is not Remote: The Case of Company Drinks, London based artist
Kathrin Bohm situates the Slow Food approach within a broader discussion of
the relationship between urban and rural areas, through a close examination of
the motivations behind the establishment of cultural enterprise Company Drinks.
Bohm defines the rural as a way of life imbued with experience, intelligence,

and ingenuity essential for individual and collective identities to thrive. She
challenges the defective binary between the rural and the urban, and explores
strategies favoring the readmission of the rural to the wider culture of modern
urban society without being marginalized as picturesque and nostalgic. With the
help of the Create Art Award, Bohm set up Company Drinks in 2014, which uses
the collective memory of “hopping” as a starting point to rethink and reintroduce
a collective production cycle into everyday life in East London. Company Drinks
sets up an infrastructure for a new shared practice of “picking” within the context
of Greater London, by reorganizing economic structures and reforming the drinks
production cycle outside of the capitalist framework. The annual picking event
organized by Company Drinks has become part of a publicly accessible drinks
production cycle, integrated with its growing, manufacturing, branding, trading,

and reinvesting activities.

Situated in two very different geographical and social contexts, both the projects
featured in this issue offer a glimpse of how people can reclaim slowness 30 years
after the historic signing of the Slow Food Manifesto. Both projects manifest a
heightened attentiveness to tangible and intangible resources, as well as the
(re-)establishment of critical connections that we are collectively in grave danger
of losing, between human and non-human, health and environment, and between

place and product.
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