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Objective:

Mirella Ferrera very appropriately said (Ferrera, 2003) that whether white, black, red, yellow or brown, of whatever religion or tongue, city-dwellers or rural, sedentary or nomadic, rich or poor, the people of the world are the contrivers of heterogeneous cultures that often intertwine and mysteriously replicate one another at long distance, overcoming national boundaries.

But when this amalgamation of cultures starts offending ethnic communities, it crosses the fine line between being inspired by a culture and exploiting a culture for commercial gains i.e. cultural appropriation.

Through this document, I urge to remind designers to consider the cultural implications of appropriating designs. I hope to throw light on the fact that when we as designers borrow designs from other cultures, we should do so in an informed and respectable manner so as not to offend the culture we are borrowing from. We ought to respect and celebrate the variety of cultures that exist within humankind rather than belittling ethnic minorities by labeling them with “value-loaded terms such as ‘primitive’, ‘savage’, ‘exotic’, ‘uncivilized’ and so on” (Baldizzone). We need to realize that people who are different from ourselves are equally worthy of respect and that such stereotyped and preconceived notions of them should be avoided.
 Introduction:
 A mosaic of people, races, cultures, religions and languages of unmatched richness and diversity co-exist to impart a patch worked quality to this earth. Through the ages, communities have expressed their exuberance, purity and vivid character in the completely original and abundant manifestation of their culture.

Myriad cultures, aesthetic and design sensibilities are woven to form the warp and weft of the cultural fabric of this world. Every region has its own rich heritage of textures, fabrics and designs, each with their own meanings. Globalization and industrialization has led to mass migration of people and cultures, in pursuit of better lives. As different races of people enter a country to trade or live, they bring with them distinctive styles of clothing. These mix with the native styles to create a look that is contemporary and imparts a new identity to the wearer. 

Often designers take inspiration from different cultures, the so called ‘low’ cultures to create artistic products and place it in a different context so the end product is categorized as ‘high’ culture. The act of combining cultural design elements today is dominated by the desire to invent authenticity. It is challenging as to why a culture or design is ‘high’ or ‘low’. Who decides which works, practices, etc. are ‘high’ and which are ‘low’? The justification for this distinction is often found not in the design itself but in the context attached to it. Also the concept of ‘high’/ ‘low’ is relative to time; we are constantly judging based on common cultural assumptions which change with time.

This raises certain concerns. Firstly it is sad that a culture which offers inspiration is looked down upon as ‘low’ culture. Secondly, it is ironical because the so designated ‘high’ culture is a manipulation of the truth from the ‘low’ culture, which is authentic and capable of true expression.

Review of Literature:
1. Delong, M. et al. (2005) ‘The Influence of Chinese Dress on Western Fashion’. Journal of Fashion marketing and Management, Vol 9, Issue 2, Emerald Group. P 166-179.

www.emeraldinsight.com/journals [Accessed 28 November 2011]

This paper provides research-based insights from two groups of respondents as to their perceptions, preferences and desire to purchase Chinese – influenced Western dress. Extensive research led the authors to conclude that “ the degree of Chinese influence was less critical than the aesthetic character of the form itself” (Delong, et al, 2005).  
This study addressed the perceptions, preferences and purchasing desires for dress with Chinese influence in a cross cultural perspective.  

From this paper I understood that when people borrow from other cultures and maybe use the imagery in an offensive way, it is due to ignorance rather than ill intention. Today, the whole world is a melting pot of different cultures. Fashion no longer ‘trickles down’ (Gold,1991) from couture to mainstream; fashion directions come from everywhere- various ethnic groups, youth looks from the streets, etc. All this interest in world cultures has led to ethnic diversity becoming more evident the world over.
Research Methodology:

The following methods were undertaken for research for this paper:

1. Books.

2. Journals.

3. Internet.

4. Speaking to people who live in cultures outside their own.

5. Personal Experience as an Indian student in New Zealand, recorded.

6. Newspapers.

7. Reflection on Lectures attended as a student.
Scope of Work:

Through this paper, I shall discuss various instances of cultural appropriation that has led to offense and disrespect.

In today’s world where every piece of art or design has undergone a patchwork of elements from different cultures and most of us have a hyphenated multicultural identity, it is very important to be aware of crossing cultural boundaries. 
The people the West refers to as ‘exotic’ are no longer those described by scientists in the 20th century. Globalization and migration has wrought dramatic changes, forcing anthropologists to redraw the ethnic maps of the planet.

This research paper comes as a reminder to designers and artists to be aware of cultural connotations when they ‘get inspired’ by cultures other than their own. There is a fine line between inspiration and appropriation.  Definitely as designers we reach out to the masses and so we are responsible for not perpetuating stereotypes and racism. It is important to understand the context and the message of any cultural symbol before using it for commercial or popular gains.
Cultural Appropriation:

From time to time designers are accused of cultural appropriation, where they design taking inspiration from a culture other than the one they are most familiar with, their own. Cultural appropriation can take on many nuances, from intimations of racism and bigotry to naiveté and misconceptions of history.
An example of cultural appropriation could be a white person with Maori tattoos, a person from India wearing Kurdish tattoos or an American woman wearing the Indian bindi.  In this sense one culture adopts aspects of another culture. Throughout history, this has always happened as one group migrated or conquered another group. Blending languages, religions, styles and eating traditions were just some of the ways in which culture was appropriated.

 In the world today, especially in Western culture, relaying and exchange of information as well as goods is swift and nearly universal. This is how humanity adapts. We are always attracted to or repulsed by something new until we get used to it.
Bindi

A bindi is a forehead decoration worn in India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. Traditionally it is a dot of red color applied in the center of the forehead close to the eyebrows, but it can also consist of a sign or piece of jewelry worn at this location.

 Traditionally, the area between the eyebrows is said to be the sixth chakra, ajna, the seat of ‘concealed wisdom’. According to followers of Hinduism, this is the exit point for kundalini energy. And the bindi is said to retain energy and strengthen concentration. It is also believed to protect against demons or bad luck. The bindi also represents the third eye.

There is also a cultural and social connotation to the bindi; it is worn by married women in North India as a red dot. Red is believed to bring good fortune for the bride and make her the preserver of the family’s honor and welfare. The bride must wipe off her red bindi once she becomes a widow. This is symbolic and shows her status in society. Widows can continue to wear the black bindi but with a white sari.

A bindi dot when worn as a decorative item by a non-Hindu woman could be considered cultural appropriation. Many people think that this little red dot has something to do with the caste system of India. The truth of the matter is that they have absolutely nothing to do with the caste system of India. They are such a part of India's heritage and culture.

 In modern times, bindis are worn by women of many religious dispositions in South Asia and Southeast Asia, and is not restricted to Hindus. Many Muslim women in Bangladesh wear the bindi as cultural/social sign.

When the No Doubt fan phase was out of control and Gwen Stefani had a bindi in between her eyes, girls started wearing bindi stickers on their foreheads in school even though they had no idea what the significance of it was. Bindis were a trend for teenage girls in the U.S.A. during the mid-1990s with bindi kits being sold in the international section of bookstores across the U.S.A. 
Outside South-east Asia, bindis are often worn as a decoration or style statement. Many Indian women living overseas and wearing the bindi in an “effort to reconcile their sense of belonging to India, are often seen by their western counterparts as ‘fashionable ethnic’ in their superficially ‘multicultural’ surroundings” (Puri, 2001). Their efforts are interpreted as a fashion statement rather than a statement of cultural belonging and they are labeled as consumers of teenybopper culture rather than as heirs to the cultural legacy represented in small part by bindis.  

This is cultural imperialism at its worst. International celebrities like Madonna and Julia Roberts have been seen wearing the bindi. They perpetuate a faulty understanding of Indian culture by selecting exotic images from India, such as the bindi, taking them completely out of cultural context and popularizing them in the West. What these people don't realize, however, is that appropriating the bindi in such a way has devastating effects on the symbol's meaning in South Asia.
 It is stomach churning to see non-South Asians wearing bindis to proms, social events, or simply ‘as part of their outfits’. Without realizing it, they are transforming the meaning of the bindi from an inherently sacred entity to an accessory whose popularity will undoubtedly fade, as all trends do. And the popularization of this trend may suggest to our peers that those of us who wear bindis to bridge our hyphenated existences do so only to assert cultural identity in an acceptable western way (Puri, 2001).
Maori Moko:

Wikipedia (2011) describes a moko as the facial tattoo of the Maori people of New Zealand. Originally it was done to mark transition to adulthood for both men and women. Chiefs in New Zealand drew their moko as a signature on treaties. Women wore smaller mokos on their chins and foreheads, whereas men wore full facial moko.
In traditional times, every line and koru (spiral) had a meaning and it was said that others could tell immediately which iwi (tribe) you were from upon seeing your moko. This inherent meaning in the lines and koru of moko is now all but lost, and most moko have a set basis from which they are worked. Most tribes still have tribe-specific designs which are used (King, 1972). 
Moko is usually carried out by a tohunga-ta-moko (tattoo expert). Combs of bone are carved, sharpened, and affixed to lengths of wood. Pigment is made from various vegetation like Kapia (Kauri Gum) or Mutara/Awheto, a caterpillar that mutates into a vegetable that is found on the floor of many native forests (King, 1972). As well as vegetable based pigments there was also a pigment made from dog feces called Awe.
The appropriate karakia (long religious chants) have to be recited by the tohunga in order for the moko application to be successful(King, 1972). The face puffs up and swells, but if the karakia is recited properly, and then a beautiful moko presents itself once the swelling subsides. The moko looks deeply etched into the skin due to the incisions made. 
Moko is the most widely appropriated design in the world today when it comes to Western facial tattoos and the term ‘moko’ is also appropriated. Being a taonga (treasure) of Maori, it is extremely offensive when moko is appropriated by Pakeha (non-Maori New Zealanders) and foreigners. The term ‘moko’ should not be used for a facial tattoo that is not Maori. If one has not asked the permission of their whanau, hapu, and iwi (family, sub-tribe, and tribe respectively) then they have not gone through the proper channels before having it applied (Mc Caw, 2007). 
Being an intrinsic element of te ao Maori (the Maori world), moko signifies dedication to one’s whanau, hapu, and iwi. It signifies dedication to tikanga Maori (Maori custom and protocol) and te reo Maori (the Maori language) (Mc Caw, 2007). It is not taken lightly, and is considered to be tapu (sacred). This is why misappropriation by Westerners is seen as a grave offense. 

With this said, there is no reason why Westerners can't call their Maori-styled tattoo "kirituhi" which is another term for a Maori-style tattoo, one that uses Maori imagery but lacks any real cultural meaning.

Maori moko are a sacred part of Maori culture. Some non-traditional uses of the moko have led to misunderstanding, debate and hostility over the years. A moko is one of the most visible and spiritual aspects of the Maori culture.

The moko is a sacred part of Maori tradition. It can only be given by certain men, who have considerable prestige and training, and the act of giving the moko to a person is surrounded by tapu ( a state similar to holiness or sacredness, or the forbidden). There are many rules governing the act, including that the recipient cannot talk to others who are not receiving the moko, and cannot eat with his/ her hands during the process (King, 1972).

Tattooing the moko is a long and painful process, particularly as the marks are not made with a needle, but with a chisel which leaves a grove in the skin. It is a part of the ritual and a demonstration of the recepient’s mana (spiritual strength or courage) that he/ she not display any discomfort while their skin is being broken (King, 1972).

The design of each moko is unique, and displays the tribe and status of the wearer. It might also tell of his battle wounds or ancestors or in a woman’s case, her right to marry and her job, such as midwife. The right to wear the moko is not granted to everyone.

There is debate over the validity of giving the moko to non-maori. Several celebrities have had Maori designs tattooed on themselves, notable Robbie Williams and Ben Harper. In the case of Williams, although his tattoo was made by a Maori artist, it was not meant to be meaningful in the traditional sense. Pita Sharpels, a Maori cultural authority, objected to the design claiming that it was the intellectual property of his tribe. This is offensive as the traditional design has been appropriated without any understanding or respect. Global appropriation of the moko has led to debate over the true purpose and respect due to modern interpretations of ta moko (Minson, 2011).
Artists and designers all over the world are using Maori symbols without knowledge of their meaning but have no way of finding out what is acceptable usage and what isn’t.

Ta moko designs should not be attempted to be created as art by anyone who has no permission or heritage to do so. Ta Moko in particular must be handled with extreme sensitivity. The patterns and designs all have specific meanings and it is important the meanings are understood. They also vary between tribes, between different areas of NZ, what one design means in one area will mean something different in another. No image may be copied or used unless you are entitled to. These designs are familial and passed down and used through heritage. Maori culture is very right or wrong. There is often no middle ground (Minson, 2011).
 It is debated that contemporarizing Maori art and placing it n new contexts means spreading Maori artwork and designs to create something new out of them. It means we are spreading the culture around to people who normally may see nothing of it. I also think of art like linguistics. It is always changing. Why should we make our artwork like Latin – a language standing still and archaic?  I think it is fine to contemporarize and modernize maori motifs but care should be taken to do it with the correct knowledge and understanding of all the elements.
Hindu Goddess on Swimsuit:
A swimsuit showcased at the Rosemount Australian Fashion Week in Sydney in May 2011, showed the Hindu Goddess, Lakshmi- the Goddess of wealth and beauty- on the front and back of the cutaway design (Sawhney, 2005). This sparked outrage in India. Demonstrators across India burned the Australian flag and waved placards in protest.  India-Australia relations suffered a minor setback.   

Media in India expressed their dismay at the depiction, prompting the label's creator, Lisa Burke, to issue a public apology. The Bharatiya Janata Partya party called for an apology from the Australian government (Sawhney, 2005). The designer did issue an apology and assured that the range will not be available for sale anywhere in the world. She said that depicting Lakshmi on the garments was out of a desire to celebrate different cultures and share that through her brand, Lisa Blue. Her apology was a step in the right direction but this could have been avoided if the label invested some time and thought to the connotation of using a religious symbol on their designs.

The swimwear designs were criticized saying Lakshmi was meant to be worshipped in temples or home shrines and not for pushing swimwear in fashion shows for mercantile greed of an apparel company. Inappropriate usage and mishandling of Hindu deities or concepts for commercial or other agenda was not okay as it hurt the devotees.
Hinduism is the oldest and third largest religion of the world with about one billion adherents and a rich philosophical thought and it should not be taken lightly. Lakshmi is the Hindu goddess of wealth and prosperity and the embodiment of beauty, grace and charm. This collection of swimwear was seen as an act of deep disrespect.

 A fashion piece on the controversy in The Times of India (Prabhakar, 2011) headlined “The West plays with Hindu imagery again” pointed out that while “Indian imagery is a hit in western fashion,” designers often “ended up with an unfashionable foot in their mouth.”
 Part of the reason is that when they look at Hindu gods and goddess, Indians and Westerners see different things. For Indians, the images have specific religious connotations, but Westerners, more often than not, just see “pretty Indian pictures,” as The Times of India piece put it.  
Conclusion:
When you borrow from another culture, you only borrow the elements but not its context- regional, religious or cultural. So it is left open to an individual to perceive it as they understand. And an individual’s perception will depend on his/ her knowledge and belief system. Here it is important to be aware of crossing cultural boundaries and the context attached to it so as to use it in a responsible way that communicates the design without offending anyone. Designers should make informed choices about what to incorporate into their designs. Out of respect it may pay to do some research about the significance of these unique cultural designs for every culture. Not only so you know what you are using, but also so that if you are ever questioned about your work you will be able provide a informed explanation about what the work means and why you have incorporated the designs.
When you express yourself creatively, where is the line in visual arts between ignorantly/innocently appropriating cultural symbols and mindfully incorporating them?
Cultural identity is something so many people have to define over the course of their lives and it’s quite difficult considering the multicultural existence we thrive in. Racism is behavior, not intentions, therefore if a culture is being harmed by something, then it doesn’t really matter how this something was intended. I think the question is whether it is harmful to combine elements of any culture and create something new out of them? If it is, then it should not be done.
If incorporation of cultural symbols in new art keeps the traditional culture alive and changing, how can we distinguish between harmful ‘using and abusing’ of traditional cultural symbols and helpful incorporation of these symbols? 
Do designers realize what they are doing? Or has it just become so a part of fashion that nobody cares anymore.

One could argue that cultural amalgamation is a good thing because it could motivate interested people to examine diverse cultures and histories more closely. Even though this might be true, I resent the fact that a culture should be considered worthy of study or attention because of the fashion appeal of its symbols or traditions.

Assigning new cultural meanings to symbols with very old traditions or deep personal significance is inappropriate and insensitive. It reduces the complexities of any culture to mere physical items, rather than the continual process that culture is.
I think it’s important to stop and ask a few questions:  Am I inspired?  Or am I appropriating? Am I picking and choosing parts of a culture to honor, or am I respecting the people as a whole? In what context am I portraying these symbols? Am I using the motif to tap into a market or are the symbols the part of my cultural identity coming out even if it’s not entirely accurate?   
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