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- WAMI PROJECT

by Michelle Francine Ngonmo

he “Black Lives Matter in Ital-
I ian Fashion” collective fights
for a racially-inclusive fashion
industry that acknowledges the con-
tribution of Black professionals to
the “made in Italy” tradition.
The turning point came in the sum-
mer and fall of 2020. Thanks to the
groundwork laid by the #MeToo and
#BLM movements, more and more
people felt empowered globally to
speak up against the discrimination
they experience on a daily basis to
a growing audience of responsive
peers. A small group of Black Ital-
ian fashion professionals - including
Stella Jean, Edward Buchanan, and
Michelle Francine Ngonmo - asked
the provocative question: “Do Black
Lives Matter in Italian Fashion?” As
a way to answer it, they founded
the group that essentially became
“We Are Made in Italy” (hereafter
WAMI). In addition to pointing out
the critical issues of access and rep-
resentation of BIPOC designers in
the Italian fashion industry, WA-
MI’s mission was to start a conver-
sation on multiculturalism in Italy.
The founders wanted to highlight
the fact that “made in Italy” is not
a question of skin color or heritage,
but rather of know-how and talent.
The “Black Lives Matter in Italian
Fashion” (BLMIF) movement was
inspired by the American Black
Lives Matter movement, abbreviat-
ed to BLM. BLM is a slogan, and no-
tably a hashtag, that highlights the
racism, discrimination and inequal-
ity experienced by black people. Its
use grew in the US after high-pro-

file killings by the police, quickly
spreading to the UK and elsewhere.
BLMIF has deep roots in Italian cul-
ture, where national identity is, for
the most part, imagined and imaged
as demographically and culturally
homogeneous. Besides raising the
issue of accountability, BLMIF has
put in place a working program of
cultural reform based on six points
that include gathering and sharing
data on BIPOC participation in the
fashion industry and education.
Few of us may notice or know that
the fashion industry has a dark side,
in all senses of the term. Racism
in the Italian fashion industry still
happens and is all too visible. For
too long, a particular standard has
reigned in European and especially
Italian fashion, wherein fair skin,
straight hair, and light eyes dom-
inated the fashion runway. Black
models, designers, stylists, creative
directors, and other professionals -
despite being born and raised or liv-
ing in Italy, and in spite of their tal-
ent - all experience racism and find
that there is no spotlight waiting for
them in this industry. Chloé Pierre,
founder of wellness platform they.
self, expressed it brilliantly in an in-
terview about the era of beauty with
a cause published in raconteur.net:

The lack of diversity in fashion,
most certainly across my gen-
eration, has led to women and
young girls perceiving their bod-
ies, their beauty, their features
and subsequently their identi-
ties as not being worthy. And
in some cases, sadly wondering
what is ‘wrong’ with them when
they are constantly being fed
images in the media and their
everyday lives that promote un-
realistic standards of beauty.
(Omar 2020)

At the same time, fashion and cloth-
ing also provide a way to bring cul-
tures and different people together.
In every pageant, there is a moment
devoted to showing traditional
clothes or cultural attire designed
in a new way. Clothing is a means
to communicate pride in one’s cul-
ture and make people curious and
interested in learning about each
other. It is also an instrument of

cross-cultural innovation. In his
formative work, Yves Saint Laurent
was inspired by fashion from oth-
er cultures, from China to Japan,
India, Morocco, and other parts of
the world. His famous collection
“Dream of the Orient” took inspi-
ration from China, while his 1994
collection from the Japanese kimo-
no. His creative work was an oppor-
tunity to make the voices of these
cultures - underrepresented in the
West - heard. Today, the fashion in-
dustry has the opportunity to show
that all people are equal and push
society to make this happen.

Saint Laurent was the first design-
er to transform the way women
dressed. In his time, in traditions
across the world, women always
dressed in skirts and gowns. His
collections showed that women
could also dress in what were typi-
cally perceived as “men’s clothing”,
like suits. He gave women the pow-
er and the right to feel and be equal
to men. He was also the first design-
er to put women of color on the run-
way. These included Iman, Rebecca
Ayoko, Kataoucha Niane, and Dalma
Callado, who regularly walked for
him. When he died in 2008, Naomi
Campbell said: «My first Vogue cov-
er ever was because of this man. Be-
cause I said to him that they won’t

give me a French Vogue cover: they
won’t put a black girl on the cover,
and Yves just said “I’ll take care of
that”, and he did»(Barnett 2008).
Today, we are likewise moving for-
ward to make sure that black lives
matter in Italian fashion. In 2020,
Stella Jean - the only member of the
National Italian Chamber of Fash-
ion (CNMI) with an Afro-European
background - joined forces with Mi-
chelle Francine Ngonmo, founder
of Afro Fashion Week Milano (here-
after AFWM) and the mind behind
the platform for young Black and BI-
POC talents by the same name - and
with Edward Buchanan, Director of
Design at Bottega Veneta RTW 1996-
2001 - to voice a message and unite
their efforts towards a common
cause. The mission is not to protest,
but to pressure the Italian fashion
industry to commit to treating pro-
fessionals of all races equally, es-
pecially its long undervalued Black
professionals. Jean, Ngonmo and Bu-
chanan began by penning a letter to
the CNMI, requesting reform on the
taboo topic of race across the coun-
try’s substantial industry.

On June 7, 2020, a large crowd gath-
ered in front of Milan’s Central Sta-
tion in solidarity with the Ameri-
can Black Lives Matter movement.
Similar demonstrations took place

S§S22 collection by Karim Daoudi. Courtesy of Afro Fashion Association
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also in other Italian cities, including
Rome, Naples, and Turin. Jean made
a statement that the fashion industry
and media need to work together on
this issue. «A mental decolonization
is needed», she claimed.

I went down to Rome Square and
asked people to stop and look us
right in the eyes for the very first
time. We are asking Made in It-
aly not to hide behind excuses
and justifications anymore, but
to give its voice and a real com-
mitment to serving as a part of
the largest civil rights movement
in history, with an effort to in-
crease the inclusion of people of
color in their works.

Over the past year, action has con-
tinued: not through protest but
through honest open conversation
about Black Lives Matter as relates to
the Italian fashion industry, and by
promoting and acknowledging the
talents and skills of Black designers
working in the country. The mas-
terpieces brought forward by Jean,
Ngonmo, and Buchanan via BLMIF
included collections by Claudia
Gisele Ntsama, Fabiola Manirakiza,
Mokodu Fall, Joy Ijeoma Meribe, and
Karim Daoudi, all of whom present-
ed their Spring Summer 2021 collec-
tions at the Milan Fashion Week’s
2020 digital showcase.

These Afro-Italian designers showed
powerful designs, contemporary ide-
as, and creativity, beyond any doubt,
demonstrating their value and worth
for the industry. Poignantly, they all
ensured that the details of each line
were literally “made in Italy”, with
garments made in manufacturing
districts across the country, includ-
ing Como and Parma. These accom-
plishments are just a few of those
made by the collective, which at
present is known as WAMI (We Are
Made in Italy), the cultural project
that Ngonmo, Jean, and Buchanan
launched in response to their 2020
letter of provocation to the industry.

Stella Jean: “The National Cham-
ber of Italian Fashion becomes
a prototype of the new multicul-
tural Italy, taking these young
people by the hand and deciding
to lead change by their example,

78 Africa e Mediterraneo 95 = Dicembre 2021

and opening the doors of their
ateliers and their archives, teach-
ing them the techniques, decid-
ing to make the underrepresent-
ed voices in the country heard
and to share what “Made in Italy”
means, a phrase that contains a
legacy and that today shows with
the facts that it is not only an
excellence in style but also a hu-
man excellence.” (WAMI 2020)

Carlo Capasa, president of the
Italian Chamber of Fashion: “I am
very proud to announce this initi-
ative together with WAMI and all
the members of the work group
who will be supporting us in car-

Afro Fashion Week Milan, september 2021. Court

rying on a real action of aware-
ness-raising and encouragement
for practices of inclusion of diver-
sity. In 2019, we already published
our Inclusion and Diversity mani-
festo and that was only the begin-
ning, now we want to concretely
do our part to support not only the
designers but all the BIPOC pro-
fessionals in fashion so that they
can emerge as they deserve. The
companies that are our members
recognise the importance of the
subject and are taking an active
part in the HR and Sustainability
meetings, to design that path of
growth and training necessary to
make a change.” (WAMI 2020)

esy of Afro Fashion Association
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Edward Buchanan: “We are on
the warpath, we want to make
real changes in the system. I've
been in the game for more than
25 years; Italy is my home and a
special place for me, but in the
end what happens is that peo-
ple post a black square on Ins-
tagram and support the United
States, without looking in their
backyard and understanding
what is happening here. How
can we speak of diversity look-
ing abroad if there is no diversi-
ty at home?” (WAMI 2020)

Michelle Francine Ngonmo:
“The people who have the pow-

er to change things must give
people of color the opportunity
to show their worth. When they
do so, pushing aside the idea of
inclusion simply as a concession,
we are sure they will regret not
seizing the opportunity much
earlier to work and create to-
gether with incredible talents.”
(WAMI 2020)

The movement 1is unstoppable
now. This year, during Milan Fash-
ion Week September 2021, CCNM
opened the week’s events by raising
the issue of Black Lives Matter in Ita-
ly and voicing its support of the “We
are Made in Italy” campaign. For the

Dress by Gisfa (Gisele Ntsama). Courtesy of Afro Fashion Association

ICopia acquistata per.un uso strettal

k) ¢
) rsonale,danon divuvlgarg»a;
ICopy for personal'use, not to be disclo: 0 third‘parties. e

=

first time, an Afro-Italian designer,
Joy Meribe, opened the show, pre-
senting her Spring Summer 2022
Collection. Meribe, who was first
scouted by Ngonmo, was one of the
above-mentioned five Afro-Italian
designers who participated at Milan
Fashion Week 2020’s digital show-
case. She is the symbol of the ep-
ochal changes brought about by the
movement for racial justice in Italian
fashion, where designers with an
African heritage can be finally seen
and acknowledged, in the footsteps
of Jean’s pioneering work.

In 2021 the WAMI founders again
spotlighted five BIPOC designers for
the yearly fashion week. They were
Zinab Hazim from Morocco-Cese-
na, Romy Calzado from Cuba-Pavia,
Sheetal Shah from India-Milano,
Nyny Ryke from Togo-Varese, and
Judith Saint Jermain from Haiti-Tre-
viso. These five BIPOC designers
graced the digital cover of Vogue It-
aly magazine alongside their designs
and stories and immediately gar-
nering a huge following. Thanks to
the support of the Vogue Italy team,
under the editorship of Francesca
Ragazzi (the magazine’s new head of
content), the video campaign “WE
ARE MADE IN ITALY” launched to
wide acclaim, showcasing the differ-
ent races and cultural identities that
are crucial participants and innova-
tors of Italian cultural life.

Michelle Francine Ngonmo:
“WAMI is not only a project fo-
cused on the origins of designers,
it is the reflection of the society
in which we live. This project is
an important answer to the ques-
tions that international markets
pose with new paradigms and
new scenarios that are being cre-
ated and requested by more and
more competent and demanding
consumers. Considering it as a
trend of the moment would be an
understatement. Multicultural-
ism is now part of our daily lives,
and our society demonstrates
that it is necessary to express
it in every dimension” (WAMI
2020, unpublished).

The sixth edition of AFWM (2021)
received the support of model and
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activist Naomi Campbell, a long-
time advocate of racial justice in
the fashion industry, who came
to meet Ngonmo, the featured de-
signers, and those who appear in
the official AFWM2021 calendar. In
2013, Campbell, Iman, and Bethann
Hardison formed the Diversity Coa-
lition to name and shame designers
guilty of only casting white models.
They wrote an open letter to fa-

mous fashion houses, like Chanel,
Saint Laurent, and Roberto Cavalli,
labeling the exclusion of models of
color “an act of racism” and mak-
ing demands for change. In anoth-
er missive to the governing bodies
of fashion weeks across the globe,
based on what they saw at the
2013 season’s fall shows, Campbell,
Iman, and Hardison called out de-
signers Calvin Klein, Donna Karan,

Armani, and others for using just
“one or no models of color” despite
featuring dozens of models, calling
it a “racist act.” In their words:

I feel very responsible for young
models of color. They come to
me and tell me they’re not get-
ting jobs, and I do what I can
to speak up for them. This year
has not been great. It’s so disap-
pointing. I feel it very person-
ally. I’'ve given 27 years to this
business and things haven’t got
any better. It is shocking. We
have to speak up because we can
(Sauvalle 2013).

Thanks to Afro Fashion Week Milan
(AFWM), this message continues
to be shared and circulated. In ad-
dition to Campbell, Edward Ennin-
ful editor-in-chief of Vogue UK also
came to Milan to show his support
to Afro Fashion Week Milan ‘21 and
make visible to the world that the
Black Lives Matter Movement has
important repercussions on fash-
ion. Finally, Anna Wintour also
attended the event, supporting, lis-
tening and speaking with Ngonmo
and the featured BIPOC designers.
Ngonmo, Jean, Buchanan, the Afro
Fashion Association, and all the
members of WAMI continue to
strive to make black lives matter in
Italian fashion, supporting Black
and BIPOC professionals in their ef-
forts to be seen, heard, and discov-
ered. This too is a way to change the
racism of the Italian fashion system.
«The Black Lives Matter movement
has bred a new space for up-and-
coming Black designers and has
encouraged publications and more
prominent brands to be increasing-
ly inclusive», says Mary-Ann Msen-
gi, Black-British designer and found-
er of Farai London, in an interview
with racounteur.net about diversity
in fashion (Omar 2020).

Today, the efforts of Ngonmo, Bu-
chanan and Jean are beginning to
effect true change within the fash-
ion system in Italy. People within
the industry have begun opening

SS22 collection by Joy Meribe.
Courtesy of Afro Fashion Association

their eyes. In 2020, an Afro Fashion
Week event was listed in the official
Milan Fashion Week calendar for
the first time. As reported above,
2021 saw Meribe open Milan Fash-
ion Week with her Spring Summer
22 Collection. We see more people
of color on runways and many more
working backstage and in produc-
tion, after being first scouted or
invited to participate by the Afro
Fashion Association. In the media,
the Vogue Italy October 2021 issue
highlights the five Afro designers
living in Italy who were handpicked
by the Afro Fashion Association
for this year’s edition. The WAMI
designers also got the chance to
promote their designs for the first
time in the Fashion Hub organized
by CNMI, a platform where design-
ers have the opportunity to meet
buyers, journalists, and sell their
collections. Now that the world has
begun paying attention to multi-
culturalism and acknowledging the
presence of BIPOC designers in the
fashion system, are the markets and
industry ready to welcome their
creativity as equal contributors to
“Made in Italy”? Let us work togeth-
er to ensure that this work - and
these achievements - for a more in-
clusive future of fashion will contin-
ue in the future.
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La moda italiana e il Black Lives Matter.
We are Made in ltaly and Italy is made of us:

il progetto WAMI

larticolo descrive il lavoro del
collettivo “Black Lives Matter in
Italian Fashion”, fondato nel 2020
dagli stilisti Stella Jean — fondatrice
dellomonimo marchio —, Edward
Buchanan — ex direttore del mar-
chio Bottega Veneta — e la talent
scout Michelle Francine Ngonmo,
allo scopo di denunciare e combat-
tere il razzismo imperante dell'in-
dustria italiana della moda di cui gli
stessi fondatori sono stati vittime.
Il gruppo, oggi noto come “We Are
Made in ltaly” (abbreviato in WAMI),
intende diversificare in chiave multi-
culturale l'offerta italiana di moda, fa-
cendo spazio ai molti talenti afro-ita-
liani e afro-discendenti. WAMI sta a
indicare proprio le radici ibride della
cultura italiana e la natura profonda-
mente contaminata delle sue espres-
sioni contemporanee, una realta che
pero fatica a farsi strada nel sentire
comune che continua a identificare
I'essere italiano con una impossibile
purezza razziale.

Michelle Francine
Ngonmo

is a talent scout and event
organizer of Cameroonian or-
igin, based in Italy. Ngonmo
is the founder of the cultural
association Afro Fashion and
one of the co-founders of the
collective “Do Black Lives
Matter In ltalian Fashion?”.
She manages a number of
cultural initiatives in Italy and
Cameroon and is visiting pro-
fessor at Italian and interna-
tional universities.

In questo senso WAMI, nella per-
sona di Ngonmo, svolge un impor-
tante lavoro di scouting e messa in
rete di operatori e operatrici della
moda, iniziato nel 2015 con il lan-
cio di Afro Fashion Week, la prima
associazione italiana per designer
black and brown. | primi risultati si
sono visti nel 2020, quando WAMI
ha portato cinque stilisti afro-ita-
liani alla Fashion Week digitale di
Milano. Anche in occasione della
settimana della moda milanese del
2021, che si & tenuta in presenza,
il collettivo ha presentato altri cin-
que talenti che sono poi apparsi
anche sulla copertina di Vogue
Italia del mese di ottobre. Si tratta
di primi, importanti passi di eman-
cipazione e presa di potere di una
componente del panorama profes-
sionale della moda italiana che non
ha prima d'ora avuto occasione di
manifestare le proprie abilita e ri-
vendicare l'appartenenza culturale
a questo paese.

ABSTRACT | ENG “

This article presents the advo-
cacy work carried out by the
“Black Lives Matter in Italian
Fashion” collective that op-
poses racial discrimination
in this industry. It details the
initiatives organized by its
Black founders to spotlight
Afro-ltalian talents at prestig-
ious events like Milan Fashion
Week. The article shows that
the movement is slowly dis-
mantling the notion of a racial-
ly-pure cultural industry and
replacing it with the promise
of a more inclusive future.

Keywords: Multiculturalism,
fashion, cultural diversity, in-
clusion, made in ltaly
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