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INTRODUCTION
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THE HUSTLER’S AMBITION


I was a 14-year-old schoolboy when the rapper 50 Cent released Get Rich or Die Tryin’. The most precocious kids in class declared the debut hip-hop album an instant classic and hailed the rapper’s legend: ‘He’s been shot nine times, you know?’ The narrowly failed attempt on 50 Cent’s life was at the centre of his sales pitch as the bulletproof king of gangsta rap. My friends and I were easily sold – and far from the only ones. Fifty’s debut was the best-selling album of 2003. It sold 872,000 copies in the first week, and 12 million copies worldwide by the end of the year.1 Curtis ‘50 Cent’ Jackson may have been born black and poor in New York, but he was now worth more than a few cents from selling his rags-to-riches tale to a world that loves an underdog.


There are few things we find more compelling than a fable of overcoming the odds and achieving self-made success. Everyone loves an outsider, because deep down most of us believe we are one, and each generation has its own version for inspiration. For my churchgoing grandmother, the scrappy underdog was exemplified by the biblical story of a shepherd boy named David defeating the giant Goliath. For me, it was the constant reinvention of the hustler made good in hip-hop that stuck.


When I bought Get Rich or Die Tryin’ with the meagre change I’d saved from my paper round, hip-hop had replaced rock as America’s most listened-to genre and the rest of the world was not far behind. In the videos broadcast on MTV Base, rappers like 50 Cent would display the full trappings of their new and often exaggerated wealth, with the deprived neighbourhoods they came from as a backdrop. The credo of commercial hip-hop set in this era was that hustling, vice and the music of the streets comprised the underground railroad to freedom. Poverty was worse than death, so you had two choices: get rich or die trying. If the system wasn’t fair, work around it.


At 15 years old, DeAndre Cortez Way, now better known as Soulja Boy, was a young rapper without a powerful marketing story like 50 Cent’s. He had no record deal, no publicist, and no industry behind him, but none of that mattered. He had LimeWire. The site was used by millennials across the world to upload and download music illegally. DeAndre would upload his music and name his tracks after 50 Cent songs so that people trying to bootleg 50 Cent’s music would find themselves listening to Soulja Boy’s instead.2 This trick earned him attention, and the teenager had more up his sleeve.


In the early days of social media, Cortez Way was using it in a way that was as alien then as it is familiar now. He linked his MySpace to a young social media site called YouTube and, using the buzz generated through mislabelling his own music, gained millions of online listens. His breakout song, ‘Crank That’, went viral in 2007 with the aid of a gimmicky dance, and made the teenager a reported $7m.3 Soulja Boy had, by design or good fortune, created a formula for viral success that is still being used today by artists, companies and social media influencers. The hip-hop magazine Vibe called him ‘a new millennium hustler with a web army’4 recruited by misleading people to his music. If get rich or die trying was the formula of the crack dealer turned rapper, then get rich or lie trying might describe the new modus operandi for the twenty-first century, especially among the millions now deploying Soulja Boy’s playbook to capture the internet’s attention and grow huge online fandoms.


There are now millions of people making a living from their digital followings. This book, the result of an investigation that has spanned years, is a journey into their world. I met streamers, marketers, tech entrepreneurs, sex workers, dropshippers and fraudsters. I saw how easily ambition transforms itself into deceit online and how social media has emerged as the most exploitative frontier of late-stage capitalism. I heard extraordinary tales of exploitation, delusion, dishonesty and chutzpah. And the more people I encountered, the more I started to see how much this brave new world had in common with the one we all know so well.


Fame and fortune


I grew up in Tottenham, north London, a multiracial area between the City and the Hertfordshire suburbs with a character defined by its then underperforming football club and its Caribbean, Ghanaian and Turkish Cypriot communities. My whole life, this corner of the city has been notorious for the anti-police riots that broke out in the 1980s. A Jamaican-born mother had died after her home was raided by police officers, a policeman was killed in the ensuing revolt, and the tension between the residents and the authorities has festered ever since.


By 2003, much of the area could have slipped with ease into the background of a rap video in Queens. My friends and I wore American hip-hop streetwear: baggy Akademiks jeans, FUBU tops and Timberland boots. New Era baseball caps felt like part of our school uniform. Aylward School was made up of the children – or in my case the grandchildren – of migrants, alongside the remnants of London’s white working class who for years had been gradually moving away from the centre of London. The school had a high intake of students poor enough to qualify for free school meals. My teacher described it as an outer-city school with inner-city problems and a revolving door of staff. In the year I completed my GCSEs, 75 per cent of my fellow students failed to get the five A*–C grades necessary to go on to further education. It is unsurprising that the hustler in hip-hop was a relatable figure of inspiration to a student body of underdogs.


The genre’s vulgar representations of women and unapologetic aggression may have offended the sensibilities of middle-class America and Britain, but the young black men in baggy jeans and tank tops were putting into verse what Wall Street’s old white men in pinstripe suits had been preaching for decades. It was ostentatious, ruthless, violent, entrepreneurial, aspirational, individualistic and unwilling to play by the rules. These values are America’s most influential global export, and across the Atlantic, my friends and I were part of a generation unable to escape it.


We were the final cohort of students in Britain to enter secondary school in the last millennium, and as such were dubbed ‘millennials’, a word applied to the generation born between 1980 and 1996. That may have conjured up images of a limitless future, but whatever we needed to succeed in this brave new world was not provided at Aylward, a school ranked consistently near the bottom of the league table and failing to get its new students fit for the twenty-first century. The very month I entered it, Prime Minister Tony Blair, 18 months in power, laid out the challenge facing the generation ‘at the frontier of the new millennium’ in a speech to Labour’s 1999 autumn conference:




A spectre haunts the world: technological revolution. Ten years ago, a fifteen-year-old probably couldn’t work a computer. Now he’s in danger of living on it. Over a trillion dollars traded every day in currency markets and with them the fate of nations. Global finance and communications and media. Electronic commerce. The Internet … Every year a new revolution scattering in its wake, security, and ways of living for millions of people.5





These were the forces of change driving the future of a new knowledge-based economy, said Blair. His government’s policy ambition was to raise the number of adult graduates. This would further the precipitous increase of recent decades (from 3.4 per cent in 1950 to 19.8 per cent in 1990),6 following the growth in polytechnics and the Open University aimed at the aspirational working classes.


Economists believe that advanced literacy has a profound impact on the way a nation views itself and shapes the expectations citizens have for their lives. Two generations earlier, my mum, the British-born daughter of Jamaican migrants, had been discouraged by her teachers from even applying for university. Today, it is seen as a prerequisite for any decent job (and many mediocre ones). My school careers adviser would tell us to apply to any university we could, quoting estimates that graduates would earn between £170,000 and £250,000 more than non-grads over a lifetime.7 The message was that the prospects of the haves and the have-nots would no longer be determined by what our parents did for a living, or by Britain’s ingrained class system. Our future success would now depend on our level of education, with a little room for some aspiration as well.


It was not long before ‘aspiration’ itself became an entrenched political buzzword, and if you were failing, it was due to the absence of that magical dust. When there were outbreaks of violence in urban communities like mine, the government blamed a lack of drive, and in 2006, it launched the Reach mentoring scheme, with the focus on ‘raising the aspirations and achievement among Black boys and young Black men, enabling them to achieve their potential’.8 Ten years later, white working-class young men from post-industrial towns were diagnosed as being severely under-represented in higher education, and the Conservative education secretary told universities that they needed to help ‘raise the aspiration’ of ‘white British disadvantaged children’,9 as if aspiration was the only thing the underdog needed to succeed. The problem, certainly in my neighbourhood, was that it was aspiration itself, rather than the absence of it, that drove young men to desperate measures.


In my early teens, I was befriended by a boy who lived a few roads over from me. Eugene was light brown, with a boxed high-top and a reputation for fighting, and went by the nickname ‘Fatman’. He was probably only a year older than me, but he towered above me. One day, he took a curious interest in me before deciding I was ‘safe’ enough to offer me a ‘job’. ‘Are you interested in making some money and shotting [selling weed] for me?’ he asked. Although I declined, many others didn’t. Several weeks later, Fatman was stabbed to death.


The drug trade is notoriously violent but still manages to recruit a conveyor belt of young men desperate to be someone only to find themselves trapped after falling for the promise of a loyal family and an easy income. Such benefits rarely materialise, but the trade is nevertheless a rational choice for teenagers who have often failed in education when it is exalted as the only route to a good job.


In recent decades, aspiration has been heavily wrapped up not in what we aim to do, achieve or create but in what we can afford to buy. Young adults and teenagers have been under more and more pressure to be successful with fewer means to do so. Brands have aggressively told us that the road to contentment is through consumption. In my school, those on free school meals still wore luxury streetwear. Today, brands like Gucci are ubiquitous in school playgrounds across Britain and North America. In 2019, Kering, the company that owns Gucci and other luxury brands, posted record revenue and operating margins, making over €15bn.10 The pressure to dress for success and fake it till you make it is overwhelming. While social media has accelerated this trend, it did not create it.


Even before I became a teenager, the pressure to succeed was inescapable no matter where I was: at school, on the streets or even at church. The get-rich doctrine was more than an ideology; it was a literal gospel that had a knack for sweeping up black converts, including my mum. My mother and I attended a mostly Nigerian congregation in east London. The evangelical services were theatrical productions, led by a middle-aged man with an impeccably sharp high-top fade and a well-cut suit who spoke in a transatlantic lilt somewhere between Lagosian and New Yorker. Pastor Matthew was a charismatic performer too. He moved around the stage like a well-trained MC, able to skilfully speed up or slow down the pace and volume of his oratory for dramatic effect.


The church grew rapidly by word of mouth, with the pastor encouraging the congregation to make referrals. ‘Invite someone you know to church,’ he would end his sermons with, just after collecting financial tithes. The invitation system worked, but what really boosted attendance each Sunday was Pastor Matthew’s growing fame. Soon he would have over 10,000 people sitting before him on a single Sunday, generating millions in revenue a year. His sermons were televised on Christian satellite channels that made celebrities out of the most telegenic American performers. Pastor Matthew was part reverend, part business coach, who told his congregation to aspire to the mindset of the rich to ‘increase your yield’, as God did not want his followers to be poor. He promised that giving money to those above you was a way to ‘sow a seed’ and achieve a life of abundance.


The growing desire for fame and wealth among the old working class was part of the political landscape defined by Tony Blair’s crushing electoral victory in 1997 over John Major’s incumbent Conservative Party, ending their almost 20 years in power. In that time, the might of the financial markets had been unleashed, manufacturing was in decline and inequality had spiralled.


New Labour’s pitch was taken from Bill Clinton’s Democrats, built on an ease with the wealthy but a discomfort with a workforce unequipped for the new millennium. The Labour Party took power on International Workers’ Day, but Blair’s New Labour had abandoned the traditional collectivism of its trade union roots in favour of the individual self-invention first globalised by Ronald Reagan. A man more telegenic and entrepreneurial than any televangelist, Blair admired the rich and the famous and presented himself as the country’s biggest star. His ascent to power was one of several events in 1997 that hinted at where Western society was headed.


First, there was our infatuation with celebrity, embodied in the premature death of Princess Diana. The princess who had traded in her royalty for superstardom was killed being pursued by cameramen hell-bent on feeding our insatiable appetite for unattainable glamour and beauty. A month earlier, Diana had attended the funeral of murdered designer Gianni Versace, who had arguably reinvented both. In the words of the Guardian’s associate fashion editor, Versace had ‘put fashion in the middle of a new celebrity solar system and clothes at the centre of popular culture’, as high fashion became an aspiration for ordinary men and women.11


In March 1997, the hip-hop star Notorious B.I.G., who was instrumental in making Versace popular, was murdered following a fatal feud between East and West Coast gangs that had already been responsible for the death of Tupac Shakur a year earlier. The drama gripped fans of hip-hop like reality TV and drew an international audience. The beef may have cost the scene its biggest icons, but the attention from their martyrdom was instrumental in hip-hop’s transition into the twenty-first century’s most-listened-to genre, which to this day still preaches Biggie’s mantra of ‘fuck bitches, get money’.


The hysteria caused by the premature deaths of Diana, Versace and Biggie represented the new holy trinity of fame: high society (Diana), ostentatious celebrities (Versace) and the self-made famous with a story to sell (Biggie).


This was also the year Steve Jobs returned to Apple, in a second coming that would presage unprecedented success for the company and herald a new era of tech oligarchy. Apple has been transformed from a company selling computers into a way of life for millennials, with as much brand loyalty as some religions. The impact of the iPhone alone is proof that this is no exaggeration. Apple stock ended 1997 at 0.56 cents a share. As of writing, the value of the company has increased by a staggering 127,647 per cent. By 2019, Apple’s revenues were larger than the entire GDP of Portugal.12


Companies like Apple rose in stature as once-powerful countries declined. When Blair took office, his first major foreign gesture was to hand Hong Kong back to China. This marked the end of Britain’s imperial project in a world where the new power was being exercised by tech companies with more money and influence than entire nations. In this globalised world order, money was power, and for Blair what mattered was ensuring individuals were equipped to make it. Today, all they need is a smartphone and access to Instagram or TikTok.



A rigged economy


In the 2000s, teenagers would dial up to use the internet and speak to friends on instant messaging services like MSN. Some of the era’s internet slang is just about still used (LOL), but phrases like BRB (be right back) are out of date because nobody is ever offline. Our internet habits slowly morphed from congregating around a desktop to keeping a more powerful mobile computer in our palms 24/7. With it, new avenues of seemingly limitless riches presented themselves.


No single invention has created more wealth than the internet. Thirty years ago, the Forbes list featured the planet’s biggest industrialists, and even drug dealers: Pablo Escobar made the list seven years in a row.13 Today, the dope cartels have been drowned out by the wealth of internet kingpins like Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg. Although the respective creators of Amazon and Facebook have more money than God, the lure of success has also trickled down to even the poorest neighbourhoods in the world, with the advent of social media.


It was not just teenage musicians who migrated to YouTube to set up channels or accounts and invited the world into their lives. We all did, bringing with us a wide array of hobbies and interests: make-up, gaming, sport, the markets, travel, politics, celebrity gossip and fitness. You name it, there are now thousands of channels for it, run by professionals and enthusiastic hobbyists alike. As millions of us clicked to take a voyeuristic interest in the mundane affairs of ordinary people, we wrested power away from the mass media that had once had a monopoly on our attention. In the process, we generated a new global currency: influence.


Over the past century, political parties and brands have spent endless sums of money to gain our attention and influence our decisions. Today, that attention is increasingly in the hands of a new type of hustler. An influencer is a figure who by accident or design has gained thousands or even millions of social media followers and converted their following into an income by making their feeds a living billboard or a peep show you pay to subscribe to if you are a superfan.


Ten years ago, this pseudo-profession did not even exist, and yet now millions of children, teenagers and adults are trying to go viral and capture our attention in a dogfight for followers, fame and, ultimately, fortune. The highest-earning influencer, Kylie Jenner, can earn up to $1.2m from a single post on Instagram,14 yet not all influencers want cash or are even selling products. Popularity on the internet, better known as ‘clout’, can also open doors. Whether we have 200,000 followers or 200, the rewards from a social media presence encourage us to represent ourselves in a way that is beneficial to us. Whether that means beefing up our employment history to prospective employers on LinkedIn, expressing outrage on Twitter to appear enlightened, or airbrushing our photos to get more likes, social media encourages us to glamorise ourselves and misrepresent our reality as it introduces a profit motive into our social lives, with a profound impact on the way we behave.


Since I left university, the economic promise made to middle-class millennials has gone to shit. In 2008, I was an economics undergraduate learning about how boom and bust had been banished. We all know what happened next: the global economy crashed. Graduate schemes disappeared before my eyes and the next decade did not live up to the promises made in the one before. Those of us born between 1980 and 1996 became the first post-war generation set to do worse than our parents, despite being better educated.15 In real terms, 30-year-olds today in the US and UK earn less than they did 20 years ago, and the cost of living has increased to such an extent that it is common in many Western countries to house-share deep into our thirties.16 Home ownership for the under-forties has collapsed, yet advertising has never been more aggressive. Our consumer spending is higher and personal debt has rocketed.17 And this was before the COVID-19 Armageddon struck and making money from home became the only game in town.


It is in this climate that ‘influencing’ seems a viable career, providing a potentially luxury lifestyle with a low entry threshold. You don’t need a top degree or a well-connected uncle; you merely need to gain the internet’s attention. Then you can monetise yourself as both product and salesman. Often we do not even think of the most successful influencers as digital workers, since they market themselves as relationship gurus, financial experts and activists. Some influencers even offer teaching on how you can emulate their success. One super-YouTuber named Patricia Bright, who has over 2.6m subscribers, has written a book titled Heart & Hustle, which promises ‘to show you how to hustle like I do’.


The problem is that success in this world is not as attainable as some make it seem, and the addictive rewards of accruing followers by any means necessary are warping human behaviour both on- and offline. In the past, ostentatious displays of wealth came from rappers and film stars. Today, they feed into our smartphones all day from our peers and from celebrities who are famous just for being themselves. In December 2021, Love Island’s Molly-Mae told the Diary of a CEO podcast that, ‘You’re given one life and it’s down to you what you do with it… if you want something enough, you can achieve it.’ But for every Molly-Mae or Kylie Jenner, there are millions who struggle to gain a foothold. In a world where glitter is presented as gold, this book sets out to tell the stories behind the glitz and the glamour.


For influencers, deception is lucrative and becoming increasingly extreme. There are those feigning their wealth, their followers and even their ethnicity while hawking dubious products to their followers. In recent years influencers have sold laxatives as health drinks, promoted disastrous music festivals that never happened and been caught up in serious fraud and multimillion-dollar Ponzi schemes. Companies that sell regulated products like cosmetic surgery procedures and financial services have increasingly turned to morally ambivalent influencers to market their goods to vulnerable consumers, away from the watchful eye of the authorities. Influencing may soon be the internet’s most saturated hustle, but it is one that on closer inspection looks like a giant pyramid scheme. Its real beneficiaries – the companies and shareholders reaping the highest rewards – are hidden by those desperate to take centre stage.
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THE UNICORN IN POLYESTER


On the surface, Panorama City in LA does not look like the birthplace of a billion-dollar tech company. Once home to a mighty General Motors assembly plant, today it is a down-at-heel neighbourhood, home to a predominantly immigrant community made up of Armenians, Filipinos and Latinos. At its centre, where the factory used to reside, is the Panorama Mall. As in many post-industrial communities, a huge site of production has been replaced by a centre of mass consumption. Inside, however, is the home of one of the digital era’s most unlikely success stories and most influential businesses, one the average white man over 30 has never heard of.


Hidden in a row of costume-jewellery sellers and outlets offering cash to punters with poor credit is Fashion Nova, which could soon prove to be a unicorn (a billion-dollar company). It may not be a tech company in the way Facebook or Microsoft is. It does not produce software or rely on algorithms. However, its entire success is built on its dominance of social media and modern internet culture. The company has been instrumental in creating a new model of women’s work, and has cemented the twenty-first century’s new beauty ideals anywhere American pop culture dominates.


Fashion Nova’s impact could not have been predicted when its first store was opened in 2006 at Panorama Mall by the company’s founder, an industrious Iranian-American named Richard Saghian. Saghian may not be a household name like Gianni Versace or Calvin Klein, but his brand has been far more revolutionary in the Instagram era, despite only setting up a website as late as 2013. When the first Fashion Nova store opened, the company was unrecognisable from the one that made it the most googled fashion brand 12 years later. Its humble roots are still visible in Panorama City Mall, where the Fashion Nova store is painted a basic white. The floor is tiled like a public bathroom and the decor has no hint of glamour. It feels like a low-budget outlet store, and the prices match. No item costs much more than $34.99, and when I visit, I am the only man among a dozen customers and staff, all of whom are young Latina or African-American women with fuller figures, many sporting surgically enhanced backsides. The store plays hip-hop stripper anthems by Fetty Wap and Cardi B, a former exotic dancer turned megastar who is also a paid ambassador for the brand.


The music played in store complements the aesthetic of the skimpy clothes that have made Fashion Nova a market leader in ghetto chic and timeless hoochie wear. You can buy similar styles in the store next door, an unbranded clothes shop called Mode Plus, or the budget womenswear shop opposite, called Queens (the menswear shop next door is Kings). The same tight party dresses produced by undocumented migrants for cents and sold for dollars are for sale in all of them, and can be found in any other makeshift store in low-income Latina communities from Panorama City in LA to my native Tottenham in north London. However, Fashion Nova has come a long way from the humble store in the Panorama City Mall. Richard Saghian may have had textiles in his blood – his father ran a womenswear store he worked in himself – but he knew the world was changing, and that if he was going to succeed, he would have to change as well. His first step was to hire people who could show him how.


Bimi Fafowora, the daughter of a civil engineer and an ophthalmologist, was studying sociology with marketing when she saw a post from a small fashion company advertising a vacancy in their marketing team. Stereotypically, children of middle-class Nigerians living in Europe or America are under pressure to achieve professional success as doctors or lawyers, but Bimi had always been creative at heart. Outside of her studies, she photographed young women with modelling ambitions, and when she saw the job advert, she fired off her portfolio.


She was invited to bring her ideas to a meeting with the big boss, Richard, in Northridge. ‘I presented to him some plans to clean up their marketing and brand aesthetic, and I was taken on from there.’ It was an important break for 22-year-old Bimi. ‘At the time I didn’t think of it as a big deal because Fashion Nova were not as big as they are now,’ she said coolly. ‘I grew up in the Valley. I just knew it as a store that was at the mall.’ Back then, she remembered the store selling everything from school uniforms to casual wear. The company had only just launched its website, and one of her tasks was to help update it and create the company’s first list of attractive and popular Instagram influencers to send clothes to.


Bimi’s upper-middle-class tastes clashed with Richard’s street-culture instincts, but she soon caught on. Richard wanted his company to target the kind of curvaceous girls who went to clubs to dance to hip-hop and desired to be on a VIP table – sexy girls who were happy for their sex appeal to be consumed and wanted to be famous. Most importantly, they had to be able to turn heads on Instagram.


The company began recruiting micro-famous brand ambassadors who fitted the vision. Young women with big followings were given free clothes, and those with huge ones were paid a fee to post. They were told to always tag Fashion Nova to help its followers grow and boost awareness. Some ambassadors were also allowed to earn money from selling clothes using a discount code that paid them a commission. Where the company achieved major success was in its aggressive penetration of the hip-hop scene. It paid rappers for a shout-out on songs and signed up artists like the reality TV star turned rap superstar Cardi B to be highly-paid brand ambassadors. It even gave the African-American and Latin entertainers who now dominate American pop culture their own Fashion Nova lines. The company had bought a seat at the table. But it also stole scraps from it too.


Kim Kardashian is the height of American celebrity, with the power to set or signpost a trend. Only a day after she was photographed in a gown made for her by the exalted French designer Thierry Mugler, Fashion Nova began selling a replica.1 When Kim’s younger half-sister, the even more influential Kylie Jenner, threw a star-studded 21st birthday party, every dress worn and papped was cloned within hours. Fashion Nova was not just fast fashion, it was the fastest. The process of recycling, or stealing, runway designs is well known and widely practised, says Bimi. ‘Celebrities wear these gorgeous gowns, they release it on social media, fast-fashion brands pick up on it, release it to the mass audience. These people wear them for about a day … because on Instagram you can’t wear anything twice.’ As Bimi and I sat on the roof of the Nomad, a luxury hotel frequented by holidaying footballers, she remarked, ‘I think we’re in an age where people aspire to something greater, something higher, more famous, more popular, more loved, and fast fashion has allowed for that. It’s allowed for people to shorten the gap between [them and] unattainable celebrities.’


Whenever Kim Kardashian posted a new fashion piece, Fashion Nova would have a version ready to go within hours. The turnaround time was so fast, many suspected the socialite and the company of working together in secret, a theory Kim denies.2 I asked Joel, a talented marketer who worked with Fashion Nova, if he knew whether they collaborated. ‘I really don’t, and even if I did, I wouldn’t say.’ However, what he did reveal was that at one point he noticed Kim’s mum and manager, Kris Jenner, conducting a meeting with Richard Saghian. So who knows what the real deal is? After all, despite Kim feuding with the brand for ripping off the Mugler dress, it was her own sister who was responsible for turning Fashion Nova into a cultural phenomenon with a single picture. In the shot, Kylie is sitting on the edge of her bed, looking over her shoulder at the camera and staring straight into the lens. She is wearing Fashion Nova jeans. The brand is tagged, and the picture has been liked almost three million times. ‘That photo was viral, every tabloid picked it up,’ Joel gushed.


The brand also signed up a string of B-list rappers with huge reach, including Kylie’s ex-boyfriend, Tyga. Joel explains: ‘They’ve penetrated music in a way that no one else has been able to. You’ve got DJ Khaled and Justin Bieber product placement bags all over the video. You’ve got Cardi B, the hottest artist right now, dropping Fashion Nova’s name left and right. You’ve got the Kardashians!’


All of this paid off. In 2021, Fashion Nova surpassed 20 million Instagram followers. Three years earlier, it had become the internet’s most googled fashion brand, and the company posted revenues of $294m.3 Fashion Nova invites aspiring influencers to buy and model its clothes, then tag their photos @fashionnova and #NovaBabe. Over 10 million posts to date have been made by ordinary young women auditioning to get the brand’s attention. Each is hoping to become a paid NovaBabe, an ambassador who receives gifted clothes, the Instagram equivalent of being on the VIP table.


Fashion Nova’s website: Wannabe a #NovaBabe? Do you have what it takes to be a #NovaBabe? Are you the OOTD [outfit of the day] queen who can literally rock anything?! Do you have your own style that is admired by others?? If that’s you, we want you to join our #NovaSquad!


Many aspiring influencers pay for hauls of Fashion Nova clothes to review and model, viewing it as an investment in what they hope will become a job. In reality, they’re providing the company with free labour as promo girls, giving the brand edited adverts they did not have to pay for. The small number of women the company actually hand-picks for free clothes all have a similar aesthetic. They are young, with narrow waists, wide hips and thick lips. They have hourglass figures and wear clothing that clings to their skin: an aesthetic known as ‘Insta baddie’. If these women are black, they looked mixed-race or light-skinned, and if they’re white, they have dark hair and bronzed skin. They fit the casting call for a Kanye West video and look like they share cosmetic surgeons with the Kardashians.


Today, Bimi runs a boutique branding firm that recruits models and provides marketing content for new fashion labels trying to replicate Fashion Nova’s success. I ask her how the brands choose their models. ‘They base it on the look that’s trending right now: the Kardashian look,’ she replies. ‘It’s very curvaceous, mostly racially ambiguous.’ Bimi, a beautiful dark woman, said that one of her clients only wanted to work with light-skinned models: ‘Every time they would cast a model, that’s the aesthetic that they would cast.’


A new wave of pop-up talent agencies like the Londonbased Above and Beyond Group swipe through social media to scout for models and influencers who match this lucrative brief. Their roster looks diverse, but although most are not white, there is a homogeneity of ambiguous beige and light brown. As Bimi remarks, ‘In the nineties, straight long blonde hair and huge boobs and a real thin body was in. I think every age has its trending look.’


Fashion Nova may not have created this trend, but it has reinforced it. Fast-fashion companies throw vast amounts of money and products at the young women they pick to wear their clothes, and they have created a new economy that appears to offer easy jobs to the prettiest girls on the internet. Beauty has always been a commodity, but now it is far easier for women to monetise it themselves – if they have the right look. The belief among many young women that being desirable pays has led them to not only surgically change their shape but in some cases to even fake their ethnicity.


A black fish that is not black


At the age of 19, Aga began noticing that the pictures she took of herself and posted online were getting more and more attention. ‘I didn’t really have an approach. If I went out and I liked how I looked, I would take a picture.’ The grid on her Instagram page has an all-too-familiar grammar. Aga is full length, and her outfit of the day – whether fitted jeans with a crop top, a jumpsuit or a patterned polyester dress – hugs her full hourglass figure. Underneath she writes a playful caption such as A daily dose of your thickums. Her skin is a light caramel brown and her hair is dark. Most of the selfies are taken in front of her bedroom mirror. Aga told me she had no desire to be internet-famous, but popular theme pages celebrating curvaceous women found her pictures and reposted them, sending them relatively viral. One post was viewed over 147,000 times, and soon thousands of men began following her. Aga became a local pin-up. ‘I think nowadays people just love thick [curvy] girls,’ she says.


Aga’s pictures also caught the attention of fast-fashion companies and brands investing heavily in influencer marketing. It was then she started to think, ‘Let me try and make more out of this.’ The east Londoner was studying accounting, but saw providing promo as a potential side hustle. She turned her Instagram page into a business account that gives users metrics about who is watching their page, and then began tagging fashion brands including Fashion Nova. Not long after, they started gifting her clothes and so did their arch rival Pretty Little Thing. Aga had the desired aesthetic and the right audience. She also began working as an affiliate for Protein World, a supplements company, who gave her a discount code to promote to her followers. She got paid a commission for everybody who used her code on purchases.


‘Most of the time brands don’t actually pay me, they just give me clothes. They’re like here, here’s the clothes, do whatever you want with them as long as you tag us.’ When I interviewed Aga in 2019, she had 50,000 followers. Months later she surpassed 250,000. At the time of writing, most of the money she makes online is from ads and affiliate work for local companies. She became one of a dozen ambassadors for a London-based chauffeur company targeting those in the inner city desperate to present themselves as successful. The company regularly recruits attractive young women with significant numbers of followers to act as digital promo girls for their large male audience. Each ambassador generates an income from the people who use their discount code. The ambassadors have a uniform aesthetic. Once again, they appear black but light brown or mixed heritage and ethnically ambiguous. Aga fitted in.


In September 2018, the teenager photographed herself in an outfit composed of items she had been given to promote: clothes, phone case, eyelashes, and even hair, which came courtesy of a small Afro hair store based in the East Midlands. In the picture, she is standing in her trademark pose. Her hips are wide and her waist is so narrow it looks like an optical illusion. Her skin is brown, her lips are full and her wavy black hair is in cornrow braids, a popular Afro hairstyle. She is the picture of a confident and beautiful young black woman. The only problem is, Aga is not a black woman at all. She was born in Poland and would become one of the many white influencers accused of ‘blackfishing’.


In November 2018, a young writer named Wanna Thompson fired the first shot and defined the term with the viral tweet: ‘Can we start a thread of all the white girls cosplaying as black women on Instagram?’ The internet exploded. Aga ritually scrolls through Twitter, Instagram and Snapchat the way previous generations used to read the morning paper. ‘I woke up,’ she says, ‘and went on Twitter, and I’m going through the threads when I saw an interesting one. I scroll and randomly see my picture!’ The next thing she knew, her phone was buzzing with messages from friends and strangers to let her know the world was talking about her.


A list was shared thousands of times with the before-andafter pictures of young white women between the ages of 17 and 21 who had transformed themselves from having pale skin, straight hair and narrow features into having brown skin, full lips and wavy hair with the help of dark make-up, contouring and even wigs. There are even YouTube videos showing you how to do it. Emma Hallberg, a Fashion Nova ambassador with dark brown skin, had built up a loyal base of over 300,000 followers who believed she was of mixed heritage and who followed her for beauty tips. When she was included in the list, her stunned followers messaged her to ask if it was true. Could she really be white? Emma replied that she had never claimed to be anything else, despite painting her face brown. Some of her followers tweeted that they felt deceived.


For Aga, the controversy led to her Instagram page hitting almost 1.5 million impressions. She was accused of pretending to be black, of racism, and even minstrelsy, referring to the old performance where white entertainers darkened their skin to mimic and mock black people. Newspapers and academics across the world were perplexed, but the phenomenon was not difficult to understand. Even the Kardashians have transformed the way they look. Kylie Jenner’s cosmetic procedures made her appear ethnically mixed or ‘exotic’. Kim Kardashian was accused of black-fishing when she appeared on the cover of the magazine 7 Hollywood with brown skin in the guise of African-American Motown legend Diana Ross. ‘I did understand where people were coming from,’ said Aga. ‘I’m a millennial. I am on social media. I see the trends and stuff like that, it’s not like I looked at my picture and thought they’re making up things from thin air, but what can I do about that?’ I asked if she planned to stop wearing Afro hairstyles; she said it was too much of a ‘sensitive conversation’ and she had not made up her mind.


Aga was born in the Polish city Krakow but grew up in Barking, in east London, one of the most diverse districts in Europe. The on- and offline world she lives in is no longer gripped by a beauty standard that has white women on top. For Aga, the aspirational face of beauty belongs to Teyana Taylor, the chiselled chestnut R&B singer who was the centrepiece of Kanye West’s Flashdance-inspired music video ‘Fade’. Taylor has been an ambassador for both Fashion Nova and its rival Pretty Little Thing. ‘Teyana Taylor has a beautiful body, she is absolutely beautiful,’ Aga says admiringly.


Aga is part of a generation that has only known a world where the internet is supreme and the most dominant aesthetic in youth culture is hip-hop. The genre’s music and fashion dictate not only what and who is desirable but also the part you can play in its billion-dollar industries and the clothing companies attaching themselves to it for clout. To be shapeless and pale with narrow European features has little currency in the part of the internet where a Fashion Nova ambassador gig makes you a VIP. Today, many young white women in their teens and early twenties are conforming to this standard by contouring, and their racial transformation has an economic incentive too: this cosplay actually pays.


The ethics and politics of beauty trends are rarely discussed in a world where influencers happily sell their following to the highest bidder. One BBC investigation found that a trio of high-profile influencers appeared happy to promote a diet drink laced with cyanide. The drink did not really exist, but the influencers thought it did. When confronted, they claimed they were just doing their job. There is a notable abdication of responsibility by many influencers when it comes to the brands they are paid to not only promote but often reinvent. This is especially so in the case of fast fashion, and particularly Fashion Nova. Nevertheless, it is with the brands deploying exploitative models that the greater responsibility lies.


Fast money


Fashion Nova has a simple model: it buys cheaply manufactured clothes made for a pittance and manages to glamorise them enough to sell them for a substantial profit. It would almost certainly not be the juggernaut success it is without the stardust of influencers. Its clothes are the epitome of plastic masquerading as platinum. The brand captures all the contradictions of California, where its clothes are presented on the bodies of LA’s finest but manufactured in the city’s hidden sweatshops.


To foreigners, the Los Angeles fashion district may conjure up images of celebrity and hipster fashionistas, but in reality, the 90-block neighbourhood is anything but stylish. It is an industrial site made up of warehouses, wholesalers and fly-by-night sweatshops operating in one of the most corrosive sectors on earth. The global garment industry is the world’s third largest manufacturing industry after automobiles and tech, and is a bigger contributor to climate change than international aviation and shipping combined. It consumes lake-sized volumes of fresh water each year, and in the process gives off huge levels of chemical and plastic pollution.


Scattered across downtown LA, an estimated 3,000 small factories employ Latina migrants to meet the demand fuelled by brands like Fashion Nova. Yet over 300,000 tons of the clothes produced end up in household bins each year, with less than 1 per cent recycled.4 If the environmental concerns are not alarming enough, the industry also has a chronic problem with labour exploitation. In Western economies, undocumented migrants are being paid poverty wages in makeshift factories from Leicester to Los Angeles, while turning around the must-have celebrity dress of the day before tomorrow’s new flavour arrives. Influencers dress up to market these clothes under the banner of self-expression, but the workers manufacturing them have little voice.


In the LA fashion district, an estimated 50,000 garment workers toiling on factory floors are supported by just one advocacy group helping them to receive fair pay. The Garment Worker Center operates out of a tiny office in a multistorey building mostly comprised of textile wholesalers. The walls inside are grey, with a blue tint. A maze of corridors eventually leads to a wooden door with a reminder of the fear most garment workers constantly live under. A sign reads: ‘This is a private organisation. We do not give you permission to enter this office based on our 4th amendment rights under the United States constitution. Unless you have a warrant, we do not wish to speak with you, answer your questions, sign or hand you documents based on our 5th amendment rights.’ The message is for the Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency, otherwise known as ICE. In LA, the vast majority of garment workers are from Mexico and Central America. Many are undocumented monolingual Spanish speakers.


Virginia, a mother of four, is in the United States without permission. The 45-year-old Latina recounts her life to me through an interpreter. She was born in Guatemala, where her daughters remain stranded, while she, her partner and her eldest sons live in America, unable to travel back due to their immigration status. ‘I don’t have any papers. I’m not documented and I came across the border. I came by myself and followed my husband here. It was very hard. I had to walk for two days and two nights in the middle of the desert,’ she tells me.
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