
    Most American teenagers care about what they wear. Some care in obvious ways: they are regularly seen wearing the latest fashions peddled by entertainers like Sean Combs and Jay-Z, they frequent discount retailers like Old Navy and The Gap, and swear by the mighty H&M. Others care in less obvious ways, making a concerted effort to avoid branded clothing, taking solace in this t-shirt purchased at a concert or that hoodie found on the clearance rack at Sears. In both cases, and in every case in between, the need for clothing unites American teens. Be it intentionally fashionable or precisely the opposite, every piece of clothing purchased from a retailer carries with it a political statement about the value of the labor that produced the garment. 

    Most fashion conscious teens, however, seem to have little conception of the ways in which international business and politics and up in a dresser drawer in the form of a t-shirt. “I just shop there because they have cheap clothes,” said Johnny Appleseed a junior at Imaginary High School. “My family isn’t exactly rich and shopping at stores like Wal-Mart and H&M help us save money.” 

    Others, like freshman Jessica Might-not-exist do not think about cost while shopping. “My family is well-to-do, so we don’t worry about back-to-school clothes,” said Might-not-exist. “I like to buy my clothes at The Gap, mainly because the clothes are always in fashion and I know that if I buy from them that I’ll look good.” Might-not-exist said she does not worry about where her clothes come from, and that she cares about supporting American businesses. 

    Across the Pacific, in Asian nations like Bangladesh and Cambodia, workers in many garment factories find themselves in situations that more closely resemble Appleseed’s family. Transnationale, a French NGO, reports that H&M’s factories in Bangladesh do not allow trade unions, and rarely, if ever award contracts to their employees. According to Transnationale, this allows for employees to be paid as little as 8 cents per hour and choose not to recognize overtime even though they often require laborers to work 80 hours per week. In Cambodia, after a June 2000 strike, H&M agreed to pay laborers as much as 40 dollars per month. 

    At one H&M factory in Madagascar, workers produce hand knit sweaters for sale in the United States. Each sweater costs the company 3 to 4 dollars to produce, depending on the cost of fabric. The retailer, H&M, purchases these goods from the factory 10 dollars, then sells the item to consumers for nearly 40 dollars.

    Still, most teens seem to appreciate the relatively low cost of mass-produced goods. “I don’t really think about where my clothes come from,” said Bill Ispretend. “I just buy the stuff I like when it’s on sale. I shop a lot a Wal-Mart because it’s cheap and they have good shorts. I don’t really care about stuff that happens on the other side of the world. It’s like this: I do the best I can here. I assume that other people are doing the best they can, too.” 

    A non-scientific survey of 100 high school students revealed that 98 had clothing from either The Gap, H&M, Old Navy, K-Mart, or Target. Even though each of these companies has been implicated in reports documenting sweatshop labor, most teens were oblivious. Only 17 claimed to have any knowledge of such practices. One student who was aware of these accusations, Wanda Isfake, said that she makes a point of buying American made clothing. “I know that American made clothing is more expensive, but I feel better about it,” she said. “I just have a really, really hard time wearing clothes that I know were made in sweatshops.”

    Others, however, did not care. “I just can’t live my life worrying about where all my [clothes] come from,” said Jill Pretend. “I know that there are sweatshops in the world. I also know that there are meat-packing plants that are gross, and I know that there are factories where strip-mined lithium is made into batteries for my phone. There is always something to worry about, so why bother?” 

    Isfake disagrees. “I refuse to support companies that abuse workers. Period,” she said. However, Isfake is in the minority, and most American teens will continue buying from international companies, for better or worse. 


