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‘What you wear doesn’t define you. What you do does.’
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Praise for Consumed


‘SUCH integrity. Aja is no bullsh*t’
FLORENCE GIVEN


“The fashion industry has pulled the wool over our eyes but with this book Aja rips it off, finds out who made it, pays them back and then convinces you to join her in holding the industry accountable. An accessible, wry and hugely compelling exploration of a culture of exploitation and how, together, we can end it.”


GINA MARTIN


‘Barber’s isn’t just a voice we should listen to – it is a voice we MUST listen to.’


CLEMENTINE FORD


‘If you buy one book about sustainable fashion, make it this one. CONSUMED is an urgent call to action to demand a fashion system that is actually fair for both people and planet, not just Big Fashion billionaires. I adore Aja and I love this brilliant book.’


VENETIA LA MANNA


‘CONSUMED is grounded, honest, smart and accessible, taking us through the hideously complex topic of fashion and sustainability, from its knotty colonial roots to what everyday people can do to uproot those systems, today. CONSUMED is empowering in a time where we all feel a little helpless. Oh, and the CEOs should read it too!’


YASSMIN ABDEL-MAGIED


‘Gripped. Absorbed. Glued.’ ORSOLA DE CASTRO
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To the Grandmothers I’ve known in this lifetime who
have taught me so much and lived more sustainably than anyone I know – Emma, Catherine and Ann.


(Grammy, you would be SO proud, my goodness you’d tell everyone.)






Author’s Note



Hello there, Reader,


I’m an American but I’m based in London. What that means is some of the language and rhetoric you’ll see here might pertain to the UK and some might pertain to the US. You get both – lucky you! Sometimes I code switch; sometimes I use facts and figures from both places in the same section, sometimes I talk about one or the other. Language is flexible, and all the stats here are verifiable. Roll with me!
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Introduction


‘Every consumer has the right to know who produces their clothing and under what conditions, whether it be labour conditions or environmental, just like the ingredients written on the food packaging that you buy.’


Anannya Bhattercharjee, Asia Floor Wage Alliance and Garment and Allied Workers Union


Welcome to Consumed. This is a book about stuff (particularly apparel), and why we need less of it, and what information you need in order to climb out of this mess.


The book is divided into two sections: Part one is everything you need to know, but maybe didn’t (I mean, I didn’t know either until a short while ago) about how we got here, and why this problem is historical and endemic and tied down to oppression along the way. It will get heavy, but we will hear from the people who need to be heard.


In Part two I address you – hi, consumer of stuff! It isn’t your fault that over-consumption has become a part of our culture. The likelihood is that you do it, just like I did, because you’ve been taught to. Who else is going to change this system other than you and me?




My Letter to the Fast Fashion CEOs


Hello there, My Dudes*,


Aja Barber here.


I’m one of many of us with platforms, telling my following and anyone that will listen to NOT support your brands and your businesses anymore and to seek alternative options (if they can). I hope you read this book and I hope you know that I have no plans of stopping until something changes. Or I die. But the women in my family tend to live long, healthy lives so I might just be here for a while. That is, unless climate emergency kills us all (enjoy your underground bunkers, dudes).


I wanted to let you know that, upon publication of this book, I will have donated $10,000 of my own hard-earned money to both garment worker unions and organizations at the end of YOUR supply chain. I am not a billionaire (but most of you are). I am not even a millionaire (but most of you are). I’m an individual who put way too much of my money into your pockets for far too long, when it should have been in the garment worker’s pocket ALL ALONG.


But back to you. Every single day, you have plenty of opportunities to do the right thing. And the power with which to do it. And you choose not to.


You could pay more money for your clothing at the factory, agreeing on an absolute minimum for certain items at cost, which would eliminate the race to the bottom globally.


You could give your money directly to garment worker unions and stop union busting.


You could clean up the waterways that your clothing factories are spewing waste into at an accelerating rate.


You could simply choose to make less stuff and stop pushing consumers to buy more of it through manipulative and expensive marketing (and perhaps consider, if you didn’t spend those seven- or eight-figure sums on pushing products, where that money could go – yes, you guessed it, to the people who created your products in the first place).


Of course, all of this looks like smaller profit margins for you, but let me tell you it looks like a better and more sustainable world for everyone else.


We all know this planet has far too much stuff, and that’s a problem you’ve created – one which is harming the people, the climate and the planet.


Every year, month, day and even hour that you choose not to do these things, you are WILLINGLY turning away from the problem you have created and profited almightily from. Some of you have so much money that you could give away 90 per cent of it and never run out of money in your lifetime.


So that’s what I challenge you to do. Use YOUR money to clean up YOUR mess. Use your enormous fortunes to make this system better for everyone. Step away from this slash-and-burn cycle. Stop with the ‘cute’ recycling bins in store, which your market research has taught you only incentivizes consumers to buy more.
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Cut it out with the sustainable lines which account for less than 1 per cent of your business. Reform your ENTIRE business from top to bottom. From how you treat people at the bottom right through to the growth targets you set yourself. Think about other growth targets, like 0 per cent carbon emissions. First person to use their own money to do this wins, and I’ll stay off your back (until you do something else crappy). The days of hand-over-fist profit over humanity are over. It’s kind of a bad look.


I still believe you might have a smidgen of humanity left in you, behind those piles of money you are so keen to grow, with no real purpose other than capitalist ambition. So, prove it. Because here’s the thing: you can’t buy integrity.


Yours,
Aja Barber





____________


(* It’s safe to address you as ‘dudes’ because 95 per cent of you are men – according to The Route to the Top 2018 report by Heidrick & Struggles – which is frankly a problem, but that’s for another book.)
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CHAPTER 1


Sustainability & Me


How did I get into this conversation in the first place? From a very young age, I understood the power of sartorial choice. When I got to high school, my passion had turned from an interest to fit in through material items and consumption into a genuine love, but I was also very aware of my placement in life. I knew there was very little room for Black girls in the fashion industry, but my progressive (though not that progressive) parents had taken the approach to education that many an ethnic parent has taken. I knew that in our society you need a degree to do anything so, gosh darn it, I did my time. And even though it was abundantly clear to me that working in fashion was so out of my reach (I mean, at the time, Parsons School of Design in New York was three times the cost of my yearly tuition; it seemed like a no-win game), that didn’t stop me from trying. I always kept my eye out, read everything I could, and kept an ear to the ground. I began to find my people through various fashion boards, where commentators from all over the world would weigh in on various subjects and give insight into fashion trends I had very little access to in Northern Virginia.


During my sophomore (second) year of university, my older sister (similar to many other twenty-somethings) decided to make a move to New York City and I helped her, driving up with her and another friend. Once we had settled her into her dingy and overpriced new living space in Queens, we set out into the village for food, drinks and debauchery. We ended up that night in a bar in the Lower East Side, catching up with a friend of a friend who we happened to bump into on the street. At the next table over, there was a birthday party going on, and I quickly spotted an editor of a magazine I used to read, Lucky. Never one to miss a moment, I slid up to her and said, ‘I think I know you from a magazine. You work for Lucky, right?’ It was Andrea Linett, and she was kind and gracious, and she told me to get in touch if I was interested in interning. I didn’t even realize how generous she was being at the time, but I did think to myself: ‘Fuck an internship, I need a job. How does anyone work for free, no matter how fun it may be?’ I’m just acknowledging this now, but that was the beginning of me questioning the mere idea of internships (despite the fact that I would, in fact, intern in the future).


While the concept of interning seemed to me to make it impossible, I still regret not emailing to stay in touch. I also still remember that emotion of being starstruck and feeling as though anything can happen in cities. You can meet a fashion editor you really admire on a random night out in the Lower East Side. But that’s totally why people who live in certain metropolitan areas, and have a certain socioeconomic status, always have an advantage over those that don’t when it comes to certain industries. Because you have to be in the right place for things to line up, even if it happens by happenstance.


One thing my parents agreed that I would be allowed to do was study abroad and, lucky for me, my school had an abundance of programs to pick from. I made a list of my top cities (Paris, Rome, Tokyo, London), listing the pros and the cons of the programs, but eventually settled on London, because I already had friends in the city (from travelling) and already spoke the language (this is honestly one of the most sloth-like, most American things I’ve ever typed about myself…and no one can drag you for it if you drag yourself, just kidding, drag away). As someone who’s always been aware of social settings, I was quick to realize that going to study in a foreign city where you already had a handful of friends would only help to get the most out of the experience.


The Rude Years


I visited London in February of 2000 and it looked like a very optimistic, bright place. Electronic music was king, and London was the place to be. I remember the excitement of riding the tube. I remember how everyone in London looked far cooler than my peers in the US and I remember the casual attitude towards sex, drugs and alcohol among my peers which seemed alluring. I was home. I had to get back here as soon as possible, even if I couldn’t attend school here full-time. London was happening.


Despite being a pretty hard worker, I was never a scholarly type, and the only way I got through university was thinking about all the things I would do once I was able to leave. I frankly couldn’t wait for my life to begin, and a semester abroad in London was exactly the way forward.


My school offered a ‘Work Abroad’ program and that sounded right up my alley. You mean they were going to give me credit to lay the groundwork for a career in another country? I’ll take that, thank you. But trying to work out where I could work and make it work was a whole different issue…


A few summers earlier, passing through London Heathrow with my Dad and my sisters, I had dipped into a W H Smith in the airport terminal to pick up an armload-full of British fashion magazines. They introduced me to brands I hadn’t heard of, but the real kicker was that UK fashion magazines always came with little extras. That summer, a magazine which is no longer in circulation and had been reissued from the ’60s, Nova, caught my eye. They were offering a weird little tank top. Yup. That’s how abundant clothing is and was.
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Once aboard our flight from London to Barcelona, I tore into my stash and began to flip through Nova. It had good fashion layouts and articles from notable people in London, and on one page there was an advertisement full of fun young people wearing bright clothing adorned with beautiful minimal line drawings. It was a barbecue scene on a rooftop. ‘Why are Londoners just so fun?’ I thought to myself. The advertisement was for a little streetwear brand called Rude, and I was immediately obsessed. What I didn’t know at the time was that that advertisement wasn’t just models, it was two people who would become two of my very best friends, Rupert and Abi (who have also done the honours of illustrating this book). While I sat on that flight, scheming about how I could jump into this ad and join the party, I was cementing a crucial bit of my future that would bring me to this moment where I am today, sitting on my couch in South London, typing to you. Because some things are just meant to be.


From my history of letter writing to CEOs and companies, I knew how to craft a good letter. I had searched the Rude website and found a contact email for a person named Abi. I imagine it looked something like this:


‘Hello! My name is Aja Barber. I’m a student in the US who has the fantastic opportunity to do an internship in the UK for a semester. I’m a big fan of your brand. Currently I am in school but I also do promotions for a record label [I did… I was the DC street-team rep for Astralwerks and it was great, all the free gigs and free CDs you could want]. In exchange for all the free clothing of my choosing, I would love to come and work for your brand as your in-house PR. Please find my attached resume. Look forward to hearing from you.’


And Abi wrote back something like: ‘Great! When can you start?’


Seventeen years later, Rupert told me that when Abi announced that she had agreed to take on some random student from the United States off of one email, he asked her,‘Okay, but are you mad? Some weird American writes you an email and you’re like “sure”?’


I couldn’t believe it! This cool brand that I was really into was going to let me come and work in their head office? Well, it’s all about moxie, kids. (And a lot of things lining up for me in the right way…some of which came from moxie, some of which came from a boatload of privilege.) Moxie is a funny thing: not too much of it, because that turns people off, but just enough in the right moment can be one of the better decisions of your life.


I knew several families who lived in London, but I knew of one family in Hackney who I always had a lot of fun with, and I decided I would ask them if I could rent a spare room for the semester. I didn’t know much about Hackney, besides the fact that people said it was ‘a bit rough’, which sounded perfect. I wanted the real experience. If I was going to go to a place, I really wanted to live it, and immerse myself. And moving to Navarino Road would provide just that experience (today, Navarino Road is actually a pretty upmarket location, but at the time people still called it ‘rough’). Upon hearing back that, yes, they did have a room and I was free to take it for a small fee, I clasped my hands happily. It was all coming together.


Roughly two months later I sat aboard THE MOST TURBULENT flight to this day I’ve ever flown on. The jumbo jet bounced up and down like a tennis ball against the night sky’s racket. I was pretty sure I was going to die and I thought to myself, ‘God, if I survive this, I know London will be worth my while.’ By the time the turbulence decided to stop making me pray for my life, I peered out of the plane window and was totally in love. I’ve never felt more like ‘I’m home’ to a place I had never spent extensive time in. Sometimes you just know.


The weekend before I started at Rude, I went to scope where exactly the studio was based so I wouldn’t be late on my first day (gotta make a good impression). In those days, Spitalfields Market existed pre-development and gentrification. The neighbourhood – Shoreditch – was, frankly, rough. Half the buildings were abandoned, and one could describe Shoreditch circa 2003 as a post-industrial wasteland. But it was also a total playground for creative people, and man did they flock there. My partner once described Shoreditch then versus now: ‘When you were hanging out in Shoreditch, it was kind of wanky but full of beautiful people and some of them might be wearing lampshades on their heads as part of an artsy music video. Today it’s still wanky but full of beautiful people, and so many of them are posing for Instagram shots with iced coffee because no artist can afford it anymore.’


Shoreditch has always been a bit of a joke for the hipsters and I was happily one of them. When I arrived at the Rude building the following Monday morning on a damp January day, I rang the buzzer and was let in. This studio was like no place I had ever seen before in my life. I could tell immediately it was a place of creativity and joy. I couldn’t believe I got to work there.


WORK PLACEMENTS


The summation of what I know about clothing production was learned at Rude. The advantage of doing a work placement with a small company is that you get to have a hand in everything. You get to be present at meetings and learn about the ins and outs in a way which bigger companies rarely provide. Rupert and Abi were generous when it came to including me in interesting discussions, and they were good at giving power to those within the company and delegating responsibility and credit. One graphic designer had a lot of work on her plate and showed me how to cut out images on Illustrator to help her with the catalogue for Spring/Summer 2004. I had never even opened Illustrator before, and there I was using it and getting a quick crash course. I was invited to my first ever tradeshow in Battersea Park, so I could understand the full process of how a small streetwear brand meets buyers and sells to different vendors.


When Rude opened a store on nearby Hanbury Street, I learned how to stain floors (sometimes I still wander into that shop today, look down at the well-worn floors and smile to myself, remembering that I did that eighteen years ago). In the store you could get any of their designs printed onto a t-shirt, or a design of your own, and they also sold our main line of clothes. One of my favourite details of all the Rude collections was that all the clothing from a single season matched with the other pieces. You could pair literally every item together and make a bunch of different outfits. I call it ‘getting dressed quickly and effectively’.


Getting the store ready was a feat. I talked on the phone with countless PRs ahead of our launch and became known as ‘that chatty American girl’. Rude had a ton of ready-made designs with simple line drawings, which was our signature. But our idea of printing made-to-order t-shirts was actually pretty out of the box, and few people were doing it at the time. (Today, almost twenty years later, a famous chain has a similar operation at their Oxford Street shop, but their price point is far cheaper than Rude’s because of exploitation within their supply chain.) When your Rude t-shirt was ready to go, we placed it in our signature pizza box.


All of Rude’s clothing was made in Portugal, ethically, and the quality was impeccable. Most of my favourite pieces were made from cotton or linen, and the garments I acquired during my time at Rude I would go on to wear for the rest of my twenties until I could no longer fit a size UK14/US10. There were some mistakes, though, because when the factory messed up orders, they really messed up. One season they used cheap zippers in the dresses and skirts instead of the requested YKK zippers. YKK (which stands for Yoshida Kogyo Kabushikikaisha) is a Japanese company and the largest zipper manufacturer in the world. While monopolies aren’t always the best thing for a healthy economy, you’d be hard pressed to find anyone who wouldn’t say YKK’s zippers are sturdy and reliable. That entire season we got tons of skirts returned with broken zippers. But the absolute worst was when some poor woman got stuck in one of our dresses in the fitting room. Abi and I ended up having to cut her out of the dress, which couldn’t have been a fun experience.


The moral of the story. Don’t cut corners. (This was something the factory decided to do.) But it’s little things which you think don’t matter, which absolutely do and can ruin your selling season for a portion of your inventory. Even if you get your money back from the factory, that’s still money lost for an entire season, which you can’t pay your staff or yourselves out of. This was a lesson in quality which always stuck with me.


But there were also lessons in sustainability which I learned. The thing is, the legendary waste that we hear about within the fashion industry is completely counter-productive, and learns nothing from the ways in which ethical brands have always operated. It’s not cool or practical to waste tons of fabric and, if your budget is limited, you can’t afford to waste it. Rude was a waste-not, want-not operation. When there was a leftover bolt of brown cotton denim-like fabric delivered to the office, from a sample that was never put into production, that bolt of fabric hung out in the studio until Abi decided what we were going to do with it. Throwing it away was never on the table. Eventually we put the bolt to use.


One day Abi decided we should make some bags to give away with purchases in our shop. At the time no one was giving away free tote bags because much of the world was still championing plastic. Of course, we have a free-tote problem now, but…if it’s made of the leftover end of a fabric roll (deadstock), I still see no problem with it.


Another placement and I were put to work making the bags. We came up with a very quick design that took five minutes to zip through on a sewing machine. They were ticky-tacky looking but charming, with fabric fringes hanging off the sides. Then we had an idea. We had learned that when you screen-print, there’s often a lot of ink left over on your screen. If you’re just washing the screen immediately in between colours and prints, you’re actually washing a lot of that extra ink straight down the drain. We would take those bits of fabric that would be turned into tote bags and allow the screen-printer to print on them using leftover ink on the screen. You’d end up with one of our signature prints on your free shabby tote bag. No one was really doing this sort of thing at the time and it was a bit of an extra treat, which would always delight customers.


Mostly, I learned how small brands often operate on razorthin margins with cash flow, and how hard it is sometimes to just make it work. Doing wholesale with big-name department stores is beyond challenging for small brands. You’ve got a pretty tiny window to deliver your inventory to the vendor and if you miss that window, all your merchandise gets returned to you. Sometimes this can occur halfway through the ‘selling season’, which can make it difficult for you to figure out how to sell additional pieces you hadn’t planned on having in your possession (this point can also be used in the conversation about moving towards a seasonless fashion calendar). Oh, and…a big department store can reject your goods for any reason at any time.


Rude was the first job I had ever had that I actually missed once my time was up. As cheesy as it sounds, my friends at Rude had become my London family. Big corporations love to refer to their workforce and employees as ‘family’. Because it makes it easier to get away with workplace abuse and to place guilt on employees to work harder in a job which often offers little to no upwards movement whatsoever. Whenever a bigger company refers to their employees as ‘family’, I always shudder. If it’s so much of a family, why not make wages more evenly distributed throughout the entire business, instead of having a bunch of millionaires and billionaires in upper management and minimum-wage workers (and less if we’re counting garment workers) at the bottom?


But the thing which touched me most, which I only discovered recently, was that Abi had spoken to the company lawyer to look into how challenging it would be to sponsor me, so I could return and work for the company full-time after I graduated from school the following year. Unfortunately, sponsoring folks to come join your company from outside of the UK (and the US, too, for that matter) is notoriously difficult if you don’t have piles of money and aren’t a big company. This is another time when I question what makes a ‘skilled’ worker. I think personally the UK could do with a few less finance people working in Canary Wharf, but this issue never seems to be a problem for the banks. Which forces the question, what sort of labour do we value in our society? Especially with regards to who gets to immigrate for work opportunities and who doesn’t.


Anyway, after a thoroughly fruitful and frankly life-changing time spent in the UK, making friends and having super-memorable experiences, it was time for me to pack my bags (full of clothes from my new identity as an East London wanker) and be dragged on a plane home to the US, where I had a full year of university waiting before graduating.


When I returned home, I found I had never been so miserable before in my life. I had found my people for the first time ever. I cried for days. I missed my friends, I missed my life, I missed the constant buzz of creativity, and nothing else would suffice. But it didn’t seem like a very viable future for a Black girl from Virginia…and there was no fashion industry in Washington, DC, where I felt that I fit in. My dreams had fully reached harder than my bandwidth.


I had, however, discovered another world happening online, which connected those who loved fashion with other fashion lovers all over the world. It was called ‘fashion blogging’. There was a handful of blogs which I read every day and it was exciting to watch people go from ‘fashion blogger’ to ‘sitting front row at the shows’. Many people I respect in the industry today got their start from blogging. And reading those blogs kept me going while I gathered myself and realized I had to give fashion a crack again. But I had no idea how. I began to realize it was time to move again away from home. I had licked my wounds enough and I was ready to get back in the world, taking uncalculated risks. Fashion magazines were starting to go digital and everyone was shifting towards online content. Many magazines were producing their own online video shorts to put on their website. Since I already had experience in television, I knew that I could easily be of use in many of these operations. I narrowed it down to my favourite magazines and started the process of randomly emailing again. How hard could it be?Turns out very hard to get paid, but not too hard to get a placement. I soon found a nice unpaid position for myself at a magazine I had read for years. It was time for a new adventure, in a new city…New York City.


The New York Years


No one can ever prepare you for the New York City roommate hunt. Finding a place to live is exhausting, tiresome and burdensome, no matter where you are; I feel for anyone who has to move at any time for any reason. But finding a place in New York City is the Thunderdome of roommating. It is an often fruitless search of trying to suss out who’s an absolute weirdo, while simultaneously trying to give off vibes that YOU are not a weirdo. It is an endless tap dance of trying to seem both laid back and impressive. It felt like all the worst job interviews I had ever experienced, and this was all for the honour of paying too much money to live with someone I didn’t particularly want to. Sometimes you can tell from the Craigslist ad that you might just wake up handcuffed to your bed in a room of stuffed animals. I must have seen twenty-five different rooms. Some were deeply competitive and you walked away knowing that you just weren’t cool enough to be selected. Some were super-weird. I went to see a room in an abandoned squat that looked downright squalid…and that shit was not cheap. They wanted $850 a month to wear shoes indoors because of the rats. One girl who was moving out actually offered me the room but then called me later and begged me not to move in, because the roommates were awful and she thought I seemed like a nice person. I’m still grateful for that call.


But when the stars align and you find just the right place…I found a beautiful, airy loft on a second floor with white wooden floors, which was both clean and tastefully decorated, and ‘affordable’. To this day, it’s my favourite place I have ever lived in. It was $950 a month, but I had saved $15,000 from living with my parents and working at a design firm. I also planned on still working in television in New York City to supplement my non-paying magazine internship and pay for things like lunch in SoHo. That year I ate so much $2 falafel that I couldn’t eat falafel for years.


UNPAID INTERNSHIPS


So, if everyone has to work unpaid internships in the magazine world in the hope of getting a paid job eventually…how does anyone who can’t afford to work for free manage to get anywhere in the magazine world? The answer is: THEY DON’T. The fashion and magazine world perpetuates and supports a certain class of society getting into the room, and excludes everyone else. If we do not discontinue the practice of unpaid internships, we will continue to have industries where only upper- and middle-class people can hold jobs and have opportunities. While there has been some movement in government legislation to stamp out this practice, it still persists. It sucks, and I hate it. Humans are not consumables. Pay your workers.


Additionally, I recognize that not everyone can just move back in with their parents and then work really, really hard so they can have the chance to pack their bags and move to a bigger city in order to work really hard for free. It’s all so incredibly unfair and I hate it. I hated that I didn’t refuse to participate in all this sooner. But if I didn’t, I probably wouldn’t be sitting here writing this book. Every shit experience helps me to see all the problems I talk about in my spaces today. I’m not grateful for them, but they have played their part in making me the person I am today. I’m just sorry I wasn’t in a place to call bullshit sooner. Because this system of unpaid internships is utter bullshit and EVERYBODY knows it.


The biggest dealbreaker of all is healthcare, in my humble opinion. The National Health Service in the UK allows you to chase your dreams in a way that many aren’t afforded in the US, ever. I know countless folks who hold on to whatever miserable job they can have, just because being uninsured and ill is a nightmare of epic proportions. Not insured in America? Imagine your appendix decides to rupture. You’re looking at $15,000 for the hospital bill. (I know because it happened to someone I knew, who was lucky enough to have parents who could help.) There were brief moments in my adult life where I was uninsured and I was very fortunate to have nothing happen to me during those times. But had I had an accident, I could have been in debt for the rest of my life. The Affordable Care Act really changed my life, and I’ll always be grateful for that. Not worrying about how I’m going to be insured and cared for in the UK is a privilege.


Back in New York, on the first day of my internship at what I’ll call The UnNamed Magazine Like All The Others, I took the train to SoHo and found I quickly got tired of the constantly packed streets. When I arrived at Greene Street, I spoke to reception and took the elevator to the fifth floor. The office I found myself in was frankly cramped and underwhelming. It was one of those open-plan office types which was buzzing with energy…bad, negative energy. What had I signed myself up for?


I assisted in the TV department and I didn’t realize that the ‘department’ consisted of one computer with Final Cut Pro (still the bane of my existence) and one camera (later we would acquire a second camera).


I’ll never forget my very white superior telling me that a world-famous store was named ‘Trash Vaudeville’. It’s not. The East Village punk emporium is called ‘Trash and Vaudeville’, and the manager, Jimmy Webb, was a legend who remembered my face whenever I went in (he had that way of making people feel special). Imagine how infuriating it is to be corrected about an establishment you’re very familiar with. When she finally stood corrected, there wasn’t a moment of humility there, or even ‘wow am I obnoxious!’. That was what it was like being one of the few Black faces in a very white magazine.


I actually hated it when white people caught onto anything I liked that was considered a ‘white interest’, because they would try to ‘whitesplain’ that very thing to me, even though I had probably been enjoying that thing long before they even knew of said thing’s existence. I started to notice that if I expressed an interest that other people didn’t prescribe belonging to the tight little box I was supposed to be put in as a Black teenager in the 1990s, it couldn’t possibly be an interest that I could claim as my own. It generally felt like, if I liked a thing – anything – as long as no one else liked it, it was my thing to just enjoy. But, Lord, if white people liked it, get ready to be quizzed on whether or not you truly deserved to like it. White men often do this to white women. But white people also do this to everyone who isn’t white. I don’t make up the rules, that’s just how things are!


My store-name-correcting superior was mostly out of the office, flying around the world, and would come home and deposit handfuls of receipts for me to file and hours of footage for me to watch and log for the first cut of edits. Being that there was only one computer for our department, only one of us could work at a time, which made the entire system utterly dysfunctional. I had hoped that I could pitch more ideas of compelling content, but everyone at the magazine was underpaid, overworked and constantly stressed. I also began to truly understand the notion of turf guarding. A lot of folks operated under the assumption that if they hadn’t come up with the good idea themselves, you had better not mention it.


[image: Illustration]


It was also largely frowned upon to speak to people from other departments about anything, especially if you were a lowly intern. And heaven forbid you speak to the Editor. Though the Editor wasn’t exactly someone I went out of my way to speak to. There was a certain insincerity and emptiness, especially in the ‘Editor’s Letters’, which soon came to light for me. I remember thinking, ‘what sort of navel-gazing drivel is this?’ when my magazine would fall open to the ‘Editor’s Letter’.


Magazines and celebrities have a symbiotic, mutually beneficial relationship. Celebrities don’t get tons of money for appearing in magazines. Contrary to popular belief, they don’t even get to keep the clothes, unless the designer decides to gift them (or the celebrity decides to steal them). The samples they’re wearing are often worth thousands of dollars, so stealing the clothes is really bad form, but when you reach that level of fame sometimes you can get away with a lot before anyone holds you to account. Either way, there’s not much in it for the celebrity except for the press side. The magazine gets cover sales, which keeps the lights on. I personally won’t buy a magazine if a celebrity I don’t like is on the cover, and I think most people should take that approach. Regardless, the magazine is consuming the celebrity, the celeb is consuming the relevance, and we’re all consuming…well, a lot of different things, but we’re mostly being sold to at every turn of the page, as many magazines are made up of majority advertisements. We are being sold to while buying their product. And that’s why you’ll never get truly honest reporting on the scope of the fashion industry’s problems from traditional fashion magazines. Because they, too, have a symbiotic relationship with some of the biggest polluters in the industry, as bottom line they’re dependent on advertisers’ dollars. If you piss off your advertisers, it’s going to be a struggle for your publication, even when asking those advertisers to loan you clothing for fashion shoots.


When the management isn’t nice – especially to its employees – bad attitude permeates all spaces. This place was so notorious for bad behaviour that it was no surprise most of the employees weren’t invited to the magazine’s monthly launch party. Which was an alcohol free-for-all. The irony that they could always find money for a party but never find money for interns… I managed to attend two parties (to work on the video team), and I realized that I could never have a good time in such a mean-spirited environment, no matter how drunk I got once the work was done.


A HARD guideline for you is to leave any internship that doesn’t offer you opportunities to learn or grow. If you aren’t learning new things or getting connections, then it’s simply not worth doing at all. I wish I had left sooner. But I was determined that I would turn it into a job, so I put my nose to the computer screen and proceeded to be the best at any assignment I was given. I had done a little sleuthing around the office and also found that, out of all the staff, only a few had become paid workers from internships. Mostly, the place just abused people’s labour any way they could.


A very informative report by the Sustainable Fashion Initiative, Cincinnati, about unpaid internships called ‘The Dream Will Never Pay Off’ in 2020 found that ‘on average a Fashion Design Student pays $37,607.50 for the expenses related to their internship experiences’. That sounds shockingly accurate. The report also notes that 77.8 per cent of those interviewed said they received financial help from family in order to make ends meet while interning. I was shocked to find that some students are forced to take out loans and additional debt (besides student loans) for the ‘honour’ of interning. And on top of that, a graph in the report shows that only 23.6 per cent of those interviewed were offered full-time employment. Isn’t this supposed to be a stepping stone into the working world or something? The report also tells a narrative of racial exclusion throughout the industry. ‘BIPOC Interns are often “othered” due to the significant lack of representation within the industry. More so, Fashion outright excludes BIPOC students, especially those coming from economically marginalized backgrounds, by requiring interns to commit to such high financial costs in order to further their education and career.’


The only other Black person I worked with at the magazine was a nice woman in promotions, whose face I met immediately while scanning the sea of white faces upon my first day of stepping into the office (for the record, less than half of New York City’s population was white at the time). Once we realized we were on the same page of thinking, ‘Gee, this place is problematic’, we would shoot each other horrified looks when we witnessed outright racism and general nonsense. I began to always shoot extra images of content that she could use specifically in her department. Any time she had an errand or needed a hand, I was happy to pitch in. I distinctly remember riding the subway with a massive life-size copy of the magazine on my lap, which had gotten left behind at a party venue. I rode the subway because those cheap fucks would not have expensed a cab for me at any point for any reason. I would find out later that she had broached the topic with upper management of bringing me on and paying me (a zero-hour contract, of course) because I filled many holes… It doesn’t surprise me that the Black person who I wasn’t an intern for was the only person who would vouch for my skillset. She deserved better, and so did I.


Another thing…the magazine expected all the interns to take out the trash. Imagine that. However, the interns who considered themselves too-good-to-actually-do-any-work never took out the trash and just looked at the rest of us with utter disdain, so I soon decided that I wasn’t going to do it either. Nuh-uh. Hire a janitor, assholes (no shade to janitors – that is good and important work – however, there is such a thing as exploitation).


As I got to know my fellow interns, I also began to realize that I was quite possibly the only one who wasn’t being supported by my parents. Many admitted that they had done countless internships in the city, in the course of several years, with no real money or pay cheque involved. I finally asked in my naivety, ‘But how do you all afford to do this?’ And a kindly intern told me, ‘Most of our parents pay our rent.’
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