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Cheap Thrills: The Consequences of Fast Fashion

The cost of clothing is a concern for most American families. (IFlGRIGrGCISHOD

‘school shopping: “Steer your kids towards affordable stores like Old Navy and H&M, but don't [

(G eSS RS ABOUERBRRAURRRAID T i appears sound anc

sincere. However, such common wisdom hides the uncomfortable reality that most westerners

are more concerned with getting a bargain than with the darker side of mass-consumer fashion.

corrupt labor system, unsustainable production practices, and  culture of mindless consumerism. =

With frequent stories in the news about factory accidents, the average consumer is at least
somewhat aware of the conditions most clothes are made under. According to Dishman (2013)
of Forbes, “Fashionistas often have a love/hate relationship with [mass-market] retailers like
H&M because they equate the inexpensive price tag to the company’s ability to manufacture its
merchandise in sweatshops filled with underpaid workers” (para. 8). Yet, this ambivalence does

not translate into action because shoppers are used to getting what they want fast and cheap. .
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The instant gratification of an
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inexpensive garment, such as a pair of sale pants from the Gap for three dollars, wins over
humanitarian responsibility because it is convenient, fun, and more easily reconciled with the
individual’s bottom line. Plus, everybody is doing it. A middle-class mother or college
freshman might reasonably argue she cannot afford to spend more because of financial
restrictions. Yet, a westerner’s definition of deprivation often looks pretty rosy in comparison to
the average living and working conditions in the underdeveloped world. Perhaps, buying fewer
items is a better financial solution than repeatedly buying cheap thrills.

Sty oS imers are willing fo tmlalblind ey tojtie ealt and environental)
BRSO RSROB PRGBS EVORBRSHEERMIREBUAIE) According o Gershon (2005),
“a third of a pound of pesticides, which contain known and suspected carcinogens, are used to
make a simple cotton t-shirt” (p. 56). He also noted that large amounts of chemical pesticides
and fertilizers are used on both cotton and wool, which is harmful to life, both human and
animal, and contributes to pollution (p. 56). Once again, this information is available to shoppers
but often avoided because it contradicts the accepted mentality of consumption. Beard (2008)
acknowledged fashion companies do try to mislead consumers with their use of catch phrases
such as “ethical” and “fair trade” (p. 450), but he also emphasized that these same individuals
rarely ask hard questions about their clothing (p. 448). Accepting a company’s marketing as

truthful and focusing instead on individual savings is simply easier than purchasing less or doing

research. The gratification of a cheap thrill is immediiate, whereas the detriment to a wearer’s
Health complications and chemical hazards during production and consumption are not
the only environmental risks associated with fast fashion. The negative consequences of this

cultural habit continue when a consumer disposes of a one-season garment in a charity shop or
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landfill. According to H&M global head of sustainability Helena Helmersson, “People in some
countries cannot even afford H&M’s brand of cheap chic and that just reinforces the company’s
‘huge responsibility” to ditch the throwaway attitude in favor of sustainability” (as cited in
Dishman, 2013, para. 9). Helmersson described the attitude of the masses in terms of having
room for improvement, but the truth remains that her company, and the hundreds of others like
it, propagate this phenomenon with their cheap fabrics, construction, and manufacturing. The
people who frequently purchase this type of garment will wear it for a small number of seasons
before discarding it in favor of a new, but similar, garment. Thus, the cycle of more-is-more
consumerism is upheld.

Brands like H&M often maintain they can produce eco-fashion on the cheap, but this is
the type of misleading marketing to which Beard (2008) referred in his article. For example,
H&M recently released a collection of organic and recycled clothes that follows several similar

efforts in recent years (Dishman, 2013). Yet, these types of efforts rarely address all of the

relevant issues, both environmental and humanitarian. — @
‘Garden collection contained cotton produced with GMOs, which contradicts the marketing
strategies they used to promote the collection (Dishman, 2013, para. 3). Additionally. these
collections over-simplify the complexities of the interplay between all of the issues involved in
the industry. According to Beard (2008), the chain of a garment’s production includes multiple
stages of manufacturing, transportation, retail, and disposal, which makes accountability a real
challenge (p. 448). Companies can easily obscure ugly truths while promoting positive elements.
A garment at H&M may (or may not) be made from organic cotton. But that organic cotton is
likely to have been picked and processed by sweatshop labor, and pollution probably occurred

during transport. These types of campaigns are quick fixes designed to ease a consumer’s
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qualms about what they are buying, while disregarding the malevolent nature of the supply
chain.

In “Wearing Your Values,” Gershon (2005) recognized that the price of quality garments
is currently quite high, but he also argued that the prices will decrease if companies recognize the

potential market for ethical clothing and streamline new practices (p. 57). (CONSUMEISICaN
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