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Cultural Appropriation

What is the girl in the picture
wearing?
Do you think what the girl is
wearing is a product of her
culture? Why / Why not?
5

BRAINSTORMING
1

What elements make up someone’s culture?

2

Look up the words “appropriate” and “appreciate” in a dictionary.
What might it mean to appropriate or appreciate someone else’s culture?

3

Do you think you can ever fully appreciate a culture you are not part of?
How? Why?

4

Where do you get information about cultures other than your own?

5

What depictions of different cultures have you seen in the media?
Do you think these representations are accurate?

6

What are the consequences of generalizing about people based on these
depictions?

7

Have you ever worn anything just because it looked cool or cute without
realizing it was from another culture?

GUIDED READING

01

Originating in the 1980s in academic discussions about colonialism and the
treatment of minority cultures, the concept of cultural appropriation has in recent
\HDUVVSDUNHG¿HUFHGHEDWHLQERWKDFDGHPLFFLUFOHVDQGWKHPDLQVWUHDPPHGLD
The term describes the adoption of elements of one culture—traditional dress,
hairstyles, iconography, music, dance, or cuisine—by members of another and is
seen as particularly harmful when members of a dominant culture appropriate
FXOWXUDOHOHPHQWVIURPPLQRULWLHVDQGKLVWRULFDOO\RSSUHVVHGJURXSV
Those who argue against cultural appropriation feel that by removing a cultural
element from its original context, the appropriator is able to “play” temporarily at
EHLQJIURPWKDWFXOWXUHZLWKRXWUHDOO\XQGHUVWDQGLQJLW,QWKLVPDQQHUWKHFXOWXUDO
element is reduced to something fun or exotic, which disrespects and in some cases
GHVHFUDWHVWKHLWHPLQWKHH\HVRILWVRULJLQDOFXOWXUH
6
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Native American feathered headdress

Cultural Appropriation

One prominent example of this occurred in 2012,
when Victoria’s Secret model Karlie Kloss wore a Native
$PHULFDQIHDWKHUHGKHDGGUHVVGXULQJDUXQZD\VKRZ
Many Native Americans were outraged by the act,
as in many of their communities, these headdresses
UHSUHVHQWUHVSHFWSRZHUDQGUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQGPXVWEHHDUQHG5HGXFLQJWKHPWR
DIDVKLRQDEOHRXW¿WWKDWDQ\RQHFDQEX\DQGZHDUWKHUHIRUHHUDVHVWKDWPHDQLQJ
In a similar vein, many Halloween costumes depicting stereotyped or “sexy”
versions of various national dresses (such as “Gypsy,” “Mexican,” or “Japanese
geisha”) are also regarded as cultural appropriation as they not only treat traditional
dress as a commercial costume but also perpetuate negative or misleading images
RIWKHWDUJHWFXOWXUH
+RZHYHUWKHVHYLHZSRLQWVDUHQRWZLWKRXWWKHLUFULWLFV6RPHDUJXHWKDW
being overly sensitive about cultural appropriation prohibits self-expression
(particularly among artists who may derive inspiration from cultures not their
RZQ DQGUHLQIRUFHVFXOWXUDOVHJUHJDWLRQ,QWKHLUYLHZLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQ
FXOWXUHVLVJHQHUDOO\KDUPOHVVDQGRIWHQHYHQEHQH¿FLDOHQFRXUDJLQJGLYHUVLW\DQG
HPSDWK\DPRQJWKRVHLQYROYHG,WLVDOVRXQIRUWXQDWHO\WUXHWKDWWKHWHUP³FXOWXUDO
appropriation” is commonly misunderstood and misapplied to benign acts such as
HQMR\LQJIRRGIURPGLɣHUHQWFXOWXUHVRUVLPSO\OHDUQLQJDERXWDQRWKHUFXOWXUH
While exchanges between cultures can undoubtedly result in mutually
EHQH¿FLDORXWFRPHV²IXVLRQFXLVLQHVDQGQHZPXVLFDOVW\OHVIRUH[DPSOH²WKHOLQH
between genuine appreciation and equal exchange on the one hand and insensitive
DSSURSULDWLRQDQGH[SORLWDWLRQRQWKHRWKHULVXQIRUWXQDWHO\QRWDOZD\VFOHDU7KH
issue must therefore be approached with sensitivity, care, and understanding if
RɣHQFHDQGKDUPDUHWREHDYRLGHG
▼ Karlie Kloss wore a feathered headdress during
a runway show, which infuriated many Native
Americans. (Source: CBS News)

IT

▼women in Japanese geisha clothing
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READING COMPREHENSION
1

When is cultural appropriation considered particularly harmful?

2

Why was the 2012 incident of a Victoria’s Secret model wearing a Native
American headdress considered cultural appropriation?

3

Why are certain Halloween costumes considered examples of cultural
appropriation?

4

Why are some people critical of claims of cultural appropriation?

5

Do you think cooking another culture’s cuisine is cultural appropriation?

6

Can you think of an example of cultural appropriation that isn’t mentioned
in the passage?

7

How would you feel if someone borrowed an element from your
culture? What would it take for that borrowing to be considered cultural
appropriation in your eyes?

DIALOGUE

02

Eric is reading an article on his phone.

8

Lily

+H\(ULF:KDWDUH\RXXSWR"

Eric

I’m just reading an article about
a teenage girl in the US who’s
JRWWHQDORWRIFULWLFLVPRQOLQH

Lily

2K":KDWGLGVKHGR"

▼ A teenage American girl wore a traditional
Chinese qipao to her school prom and
caused a huge controversy online.
(Source: https://twitter.com/daumkeziah/
status/988115815068139520)
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1

She wore a traditional Chinese qipao to her school prom and posted
pictures of herself wearing it on social media. The girl isn’t Chinese
herself, so some people are accusing her of cultural appropriation.

Lily

Let me see. (She reads part of the article.) Hmm, well it doesn’t sound
like she was wearing it to make fun of anyone or promote stereotypes.
She was just wearing it because it was a beautiful, modest gown, and it
VRXQGVOLNHVKHNQHZDELWDERXWWKHFXOWXUDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHGUHVV
too, so what’s the problem?

Eric

Well, a lot of the people criticizing her are Chinese Americans. In the
US, Chinese-American immigrants are often discriminated against, so
many Chinese Americans are seeing it as someone from a dominant
group stealing an aspect of their culture and using it to look cool on social
media.

Lily

What about people in China? How have they reacted to it?

Eric

That’s what’s surprising. Most people in China seem to have no problem
with it. Lots of Chinese netizens have said they are happy that she’s
promoting Chinese culture. Most of them see it as cultural appreciation,
not appropriation.

Lily

It’s a pretty complicated topic, isn’t it? Appreciation versus appropriation.

Eric

It is. I’m not quite sure how I feel about it. I don’t think her intentions
were bad, and I can see why Chinese people outside the US might see it
as a positive thing, but I can also see how Chinese Americans would feel
marginalized by her actions given their history and the challenges a lot
RI\RXQJ&KLQHVH$PHULFDQVKDYH¿WWLQJLQWR$PHULFDQVRFLHW\ZKLFKLV
predominantly white.

Lily

Right. I think when you’re making a judgment about cultural
appropriation there are a lot of things to consider. And the power
G\QDPLFVEHWZHHQWZRJURXSVLQDVRFLHW\LVGH¿QLWHO\DPDMRUIDFWRULQ
making that judgment.

Cultural Appropriation

Eric

▼

Non-Chinese people wearing Chinese qipao
may be regarded as an example of cultural
appropriation.
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DIALOGUE DISCUSSION
1

Why did the teenage girl in the article Eric was reading get into trouble?

2

What were her motivations in doing what she did?

3

Which group of people were particularly critical of her actions?

4

What aspect of the story surprised Eric?

5

What does Lily think is a major factor in making a judgment on whether or
not something counts as cultural appropriation?

6

Would you wear the traditional dress of another culture to a formal event?
Why / Why not?

MAKING CONNECTIONS
Chicano culture is an American subculture created by Mexican Americans,
primarily in the southern United States. Now often negatively associated with
L.A. street gangs, Chicano culture actually has its roots in the Mexican-American
empowerment movement which spanned the 1940s through
gh
the 1970s. Chicano fashion is characterized by tattoos,
shorts with high socks, jerseys, and bandanas for men and
masculine workwear, big hoop earrings, and bold makeup
for women. Lowriders—cars with lowered bodies and heavily
ily
tinted windows—are also a prominent part of the culture.

▲

In the 1990s, with the help of mass media, Chicano culture
became popular internationally, but especially so in Japan. Now,
there are thousands of people in major cities across Japan who
dress and live like Chicanos.

10
10

lowrider

bandana
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Cultural Appropriation

$WÀUVWJODQFHWKLVZRXOGDSSHDUWREHDFOHDUFDVHRIFXOWXUDODSSURSULDWLRQ
Many of these Japanese “Chicanos” are interested only in the stereotyped
version of Chicano culture they see represented in Hollywood movies. Some,
however, feel a strong connection with Mexican Americans and do their utmost
to really engage with and pay respect to the culture they are copying. This is
particularly true of many Japanese women, who feel that Chicano culture allows
them to rebel against Japan’s strict and unfair gender norms.
:KLOHDWÀUVWJODQFHLWPD\EHGHQRXQFHGDVDWH[WERRNH[DPSOHRIFXOWXUDO
appropriation, the Chicano movement in Japan raises a lot of complex questions
about who gets to take part in a particular culture and for what reasons.
:DWFKWKHIROORZLQJVKRUWÀOPDERXW-DSDQHVH&KLFDQRFXOWXUHWKHQGLVFXVV
it in a small group.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u1LqF03UUdc&feature=emb_logo

You can use the following questions to guide your conversation.
1

:HUHWKHUHDQ\PRPHQWVLQWKHÀOPWKDWSDUWLFXODUO\VWRRGRXWIRU\RX"
Why?

2

Did anything surprise you? Did you see anything that challenged your ideas
about cultural appropriation?

3

$IWHUZDWFKLQJWKHÀOPZRXOG\RXFRQVLGHU-DSDQHVH&KLFDQRFXOWXUHDIRUP
of cultural appropriation or cultural appreciation, or perhaps something less
clear-cut?

4

'RHVWKLVÀOPUHPLQG\RXRIDQ\WKLQJHOVH\RX·YHUHDGRUVHHQ"&DQ\RX
connect what you’ve seen here with your own life experience?

5

How would you feel if your culture were
being mimicked in this way by a group of
people in another country?

▲

Chicano tattoos
(cc by Pitbull Tattoo Thailand )
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