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Canada is often described as a multicultural mosaic, home to an ethnically diverse 

population where individuals navigate interacting with their own and other’s cultures. 

While this implies an organic transmission of cultures, it also invites instances of cultural 

appropriation and necessitates the challenge of confronting what exactly the concept 

entails. Cultural appropriation is a complex concept that is inconsistently defined in the 

literature. This research presents data from semi-structured interviews with 11 university 

students who identify as ethnic minorities to understand how they conceptualize cultural 

appropriation and navigate its muddy waters. A media analysis was also conducted to 

provide additional context. The findings were that cultural appropriation holds an 

overwhelmingly negative connotation. Key concerns included the exploitation, 

misrepresentation, erasure, and degradation of marginalized cultures. A guidepost 

reflecting participants’ viewpoints was developed for evaluating cultural appropriation on 

a case-by-case basis. 
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1 Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

To understand the purpose of my research, allow me to illustrate an experience I 

had last year on September 30th, the National Day of Truth and Reconciliation in Canada. 

The morning of, I woke up and put on an orange shirt (September 30th is commonly known 

as Orange Shirt Day to raise awareness about residential schools in Canada) and a pair 

of Indigenous-made beaded earrings I received as a gift from an Indigenous student. 

Being of mixed Asian and European descent, people often mistake me for Indigenous. 

Near my apartment there was a protest outside of Native Child and Family Services 

Toronto, where Indigenous peoples and allies were calling out the violence and harm 

inflicted upon Indigenous people by the service – they likened it to a modern-day 

residential school.   

I was encouraged to join by the other participants and after doing so, I was ushered 

by others to move closer to the front. Troubled by what I was learning I engaged in 

conversation with one young man who was set to speak to the crowd next. I told him I 

was very sorry to hear about everything he had been put through and how I was disturbed 

that I did not learn this in school. He asked me why I was sorry, saying, “You’re Native 

aren’t you? You don’t need to be sorry!”. I felt uncomfortable, though I am not who’s 

feelings should be centered in this instance. I hesitated before clarifying, “Oh, no, sorry, 

I’m actually… not”.  My mind ran through ways he might perceive me… Did I look as if I 

was pretending to be Native? Was I wearing the beaded earrings inappropriately? Was I 

appropriating his culture by wearing them? He laughed and said, “No shit?! I really thought 
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you were Native, what’s your background then?” We continued our previous discussion 

until it was his turn to speak. Worried that I was taking up space meant for Indigenous 

peoples, I decided at this point I would gradually move away from the front of the crowd. 

Perhaps I only ended up at the front because others thought I was Indigenous and wanted 

to give the space to me? Sometimes it’s not so easy to tell what is appropriate to borrow 

from other cultures or how to engage with histories of cultural oppression and 

appropriation. The purpose of this thesis is to learn more about individual perspectives 

regarding cultural appropriation and its perceived consequences. 

1.2 Outline 

The first chapter provides an anecdotal introduction and an outline of what is to 

follow. Chapter Two reviews the literature on cultural appropriation, beginning with 

understanding the difficult concept of culture. I then discuss appropriation, identity, 

boundaries, and debates that both defend and problematize cultural appropriation.  

Chapter Three introduces and justifies the use of interpretive and phenomenological 

frameworks in my methodology and provides definitions of key terms. I also outline my 

research design and data collection, followed by an overview of the social constructivist 

and critical race theoretical frameworks used to analyze the data.  

Chapter Four presents my findings as a summary of the media discourse and 

profiles of each participant using quotes shared during their interviews. It provides an 

overview of the data that is analyzed in Chapter Five.  

In Chapter Five I present my data analysis and connect the findings back to the 

literature. I found that cultural appropriation is typically seen as a concept that indicates 
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harm or offence. The main concerns over appropriation essentially fell under 

misrepresentation and/or exploitation. Participants reflected on their own experiences 

with discrimination due to their ethnic identities and how they see the same cultural 

expressions appropriated by others. Many participants felt that globalization and cultural 

exchange (especially living in a multicultural country) facilitate cultural appropriation and 

make it inevitable. These appropriations may be acceptable or unacceptable depending 

on multi-factorial elements such as personally held understandings (for example, of 

boundaries, cultural expressions, cultural significance, the term cultural appropriation 

itself, etc.), social location, intention, scale, and impact. 

In Chapter Six I discuss post-research reflections, limitations of the research, and 

future research suggestions. I also conclude with key considerations to assess cultural 

appropriation informed by participant responses. The findings from both media articles 

and participant interviews demonstrated that understandings of and responses to cultural 

appropriation are fluid and dynamic. To help navigate these uncertainties I created a 

guide that suggests what to consider when evaluating appropriation. References and 

appendices are provided at the end of the document.   
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2 Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Culture 

Before we can begin to explore cultural appropriation, we need to understand the 

term culture itself. As emphasized by Rogers (2006) and Arya (2021), culture is difficult 

to strictly define within the social sciences. In the book Keywords, culture is described as 

one of the top three most difficult words to define in the English language, referencing its 

history as a noun to describe a process and the hostility around variations of meaning 

from “human development” to “a particular way of life” (Williams, 1976, pg. 80-81). While 

there are many different understandings of culture, for the purpose of this study, culture 

refers to the customs, beliefs, languages, arts, knowledge, and collective identities that 

develop when centering race as a social group or ethnicity as a social group (Arya 2021; 

Rogers, 2006; Young, 2008). A series of books all titled “Culture and Customs of … 

[various countries]” published by Greenwood Press routinely address land, history, world 

history, religion, worldview, literature, media, art, architecture, cuisine, fashion, gender 

roles, marriage, family, social customs, lifestyles, music, and dance (for examples see 

Falola, 2001; Killinger, 2005; Malik, 2006). These books demonstrate the vast range of 

areas that contribute to culture.  

Having the concept of culture defined does not make the task of defining and 

identifying a specific culture any easier. In doing so it inherently creates separation 

between groups, an “us” and “them”. To identify a culture, there needs to be an in-group 

and an out-group defined by boundaries (Matthes, 2018). In reality, the boundaries that 

work to identify cultures are fluid and ambiguous. While there needs to be some sense of 
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sharedness and commonly held values, both insiders and outsiders’ interpretations of 

these differ greatly (Arya 2021; Rogers, 2006; Ziff and Rao, 1997). This makes it difficult 

to clearly identify cultural appropriation if the meaning, source, or value of the cultural 

good being appropriated is contested; as is the case for most, if not all, cultural goods.  

Culture is malleable and is produced and reproduced constantly. Cultural change 

comes with new generations, changing environments, technological advancements, 

policy change, and relations with other groups (Stearns and O’Neill, 2019). Arya (2019, 

pg. 3) highlights that “the amorphous nature of culture applies to membership too”. To 

better understand this, it is important to consider intersectionality and identity politics 

(Crenshaw, 1989; Hall, 1992).  

Intersectionality refers to the complex interlocking social identities that an 

individual might have in social categories such as race, gender, class, sexuality, physical 

and mental ability, that create social and political advantages and disadvantages for them 

(Crenshaw, 1989). Identity politics refer to the use of identity and symbols to suggest or 

assume political ideologies. For example, people part of the LGBTQ+ community are 

often stereotyped as politically liberal in their stance due to the history of oppression and 

discrimination experienced (often) at the hands of more conservative groups (Newport, 

2014; Worthen, 2020). People then attempt to craft representations of themselves to 

reflect their ideal and “authentic” identity, which may involve rejecting or embracing 

certain cultural groups, customs, and norms (Ashong-Lamptey, 2016; Johnson, 2020; 

Schindler, Reinhard, Knab, and Stahlberg, 2016).  
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2.2 Cultural Appropriation 

Cultural appropriation is a very broad term with a plethora of interpretations and 

connotations. As noted by Rogers (2006) and Arya (2021), when referring back to its Latin 

roots, appropriation means to take and make one’s own. In its simplest, cultural 

appropriation is exactly what it sounds like: using, taking, or borrowing an element of 

another culture. Arya (2019) objects to the use of the term “borrow” when discussing 

appropriation because it falsely implies a return of the cultural goods. There is tension in 

how the term is defined and how the act itself can be interpreted. The Writer’s Union of 

Canada defined cultural appropriation as ‘‘the taking—from a culture that is not one’s 

own—of intellectual property, cultural expressions or artifacts, history, and ways of 

knowledge’’ (quoted in Ziff and Rao, 1997, pg. 1). With regards to appropriation, it is 

important to acknowledge where cultures and individual identities overlap and intersect. 

This is part of cultural exchange, something happening even more with globalization and 

the internet, which I will discuss in greater detail later on. In addition, cultural appropriation 

should be differentiated from influence. Though it falls in the same realm, influence can 

occur as an organic transmission of cultures that maintains integrity of the individual 

taking influence and the culture that influences. 

To begin, I will review the four types of appropriation identified by Rogers (2006). 

The first type is cultural dominance. This involves forcing aspects of the dominant culture 

onto members of a subordinated culture, in other words, cultural assimilation. This is the 

case of the residential schools in Canada established by the federal government and 

churches to assimilate Indigenous children to Euro-Canadian lifestyles, which operated 
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from as early as the 1830s until 1996. Rogers (2006) considers cultural dominance a 

central relationship in cultural appropriation. In contrast, Ziff and Rao (1997) and Arya 

(2021) suggest that cultural dominance, or cultural assimilation, is the opposite of cultural 

appropriation. In other words, for Ziff and Rao (1997) and Arya (2021) cultural 

appropriation only applies to taking or borrowing from a minority group. 

Second, there is cultural exploitation which includes cases where cultural goods 

are taken by a dominant culture without permission, compensation, or credit given to the 

subordinated culture. Exploitation in this sense can be seen when cultural goods, 

symbols, and motifs are stripped of their source and turned into objects for sale or social 

gain (Arya, 2021; Bunten, 2008; Ono and Buescher, 2001). For example, some fashion 

brands use Indigenous patterns, especially Indigenous groups in the Americas, in their 

clothing and sell them as a “boho chic” style. 

The third type is cultural exchange. This involves the reciprocal exchange of 

cultural goods between cultures where there is little to no clear power imbalance. “Pure” 

instances of cultural exchange are difficult to identify when considering historical 

influences on power imbalance (Rogers, 2006, pg. 478). Rogers’ sees cultural exchange 

as an ideal and ethical model to compare other instances of appropriation to. An example 

of this could be a voluntary exchange of local spices between two cultural groups where 

neither one is dominant over the other. 

Finally, the fourth type of cultural appropriation Rogers discusses is 

transculturation. Transculturation suggests a hybrid of cultures, challenging the 

distinctions between cultural groups as it shifts and overlaps to create something new 
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from the fusion of multiple cultures. An example of transculturation could be fusion dishes, 

such as bulgogi tacos which combines Mexican and Korean dishes to create something 

new. Transculturation was coined by Fernando Ortiz in 1940 and it has become an 

important concept within cultural studies. Micó (2006) suggests transculturation is more 

a process than an end product. For Micó (2006) and Walter (2003), transculturation 

studies should still focus more on power dynamics and what elements of culture are lost 

in the process.  

These four types of appropriation can occur in three forms that Young (2008) has 

categorized as follows: (1) object, (2) content, and (3) subject appropriation. Perhaps the 

easiest to identify of these three is object appropriation, which Young has used to describe 

when tangible works of art from one culture are possessed by another. Canada has been 

making attempts to return cultural artifacts and property to their proper origins after using 

them as displays in museums and cultural institutions. The most recent return listed on 

the government website is the return of “a small bronze figurine of a cat representing the 

Egyptian goddess Bastet, believed to date from the Late Period to beginning of the 

Ptolemaic Period (roughly 664-323 BCE), to the Arab Republic of Egypt” in March 2021 

(Government of Canada, 2021). Museums have a long history of object appropriation; 

unsurprisingly, this is particularly linked to the colonial history of museums (Jones, 2009). 

Many museums acquire objects for display through “looting and illegal excavations” and 

can be considered “rogue museums” (Jones, 2009, pg. 27). In fact, in order to avoid 

accountability some museums and auction houses rely on poor record keeping and 
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falsified documents to claim no provenance and dismiss the significant history of the 

objects (Jones, 2009, pg. 25). 

  Content appropriation refers to intangible works of art that are either reproduced 

or provide a culturally significant style that inspires the work of someone who is an 

outsider to the original culture. For example, the history of braids in the Black community 

is deep-rooted and significant (Dabiri, 2020; Jenkins, 2019; Musser, 2016; Watson, 2010). 

Many non-Black people try to recreate these braided hairstyles for themselves, including 

celebrities like Kim Kardashian. In Figure 1, Kim Kardashian, a non-Black woman, can be 

seen wearing Fulani braids to an event. 

 

Figure 2.1: Kim Kardashian wearing Fulani braids to an MTV event (Shutterstock, 2018). 

Finally, subject appropriation refers to depicting another culture through some form 

of art in either fiction or nonfiction (Young, 2008). White author Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight 

series depicts Quileute people as members of a werewolf pack (Nuttall, 2015; Pearson, 

2011). The series was later made into movies, using non-Indigenous actors (ex. Taylor 
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Lautner) to play the roles of the Quileute characters. Subject appropriation is a key feature 

in author and writers’ works; without it an author’s stories would be limited to characters 

and settings that match their own autobiographies. This makes it difficult as there is call 

for more diverse representation, both of authors and writers themselves, but also their 

works. However, as will be discussed later, mystifying, misrepresenting, and not crediting 

the appropriated group proves to be harmful. 

Evidently, cultural appropriation can take on many forms. For example, there can 

be appropriation of aesthetics (Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; Field, 1970; Gordon, 

2018; Harkness, 2011; Kleisath, 2014; Sims, 2009; Vaz, 1995). This can be seen by the 

Figure 1 example of Kim Kardashian wearing Fulani braids. Furthermore, there can be 

appropriation of artifacts (King, 2016; Salzer, 2003; Young, 2008), as seen in national 

museums that display archaeological finds from other nations. Cultural appropriation can 

take the form of stolen land (Braun, 2014; Kuprecht, 2012; Young, 2008). A prominent 

example of this being the historical roots of Canada, where settlers took and continue to 

assert ownership over the Indigenous land. Lastly, vernacular/linguistic cultural 

appropriation is commonly seen through adaptation of different patterns of speech, slang, 

or delivery (Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; Eberhardt & Freeman, 2015; Harkness, 

2011; Persadie, 2019). These examples demonstrate an expansive, but not exhaustive, 

list of forms of cultural appropriations. 

I will discuss identity, group membership, and boundaries before going further with 

the debate on appropriation. I feel it is important to identify and contextualize how people 
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view themselves as members of cultural groups and what boundaries are in place before 

discussing how these boundaries are crossed. 

2.3 Identity and Racial- or Ethnicization 

This research focuses on people who identify as an ethnic minority. For this 

research, an ethnic minority refers to an individual who identifies, at least in some part, 

with an ethnicity that differs in national or cultural origins from the White majority 

population in Canada. People’s cultural backgrounds tend to be strongly tied to their 

identity formation. There is considerable literature on identity formation both in psychology 

and sociology (Ahluwalia, 2018; Bicskei, Bizer, and Gubaydullina, 2012; Hampton and 

Duncan, 2011; Kassam, 2011; Kovacs, 2007; Kuprecht, 2012; Prott, 2012). One’s sense 

of identity comes from multiple sources, both internal and external. When understanding 

ethnic identity, memories associated with heritage can act as “a source of identity” 

(Anheier and Isar, 2011, pg. 183). Anheier and Isar (2011) argue that ethnicity does not 

work to presuppose one’s identity and that identities not only intersect but are fluid and 

can rapidly change, this thought is echoed by Huynh and Woo (2014) as well.  Identity 

formation, then, is not a linear process that one can reach the end of and be considered 

“complete”. The notion of fluidity contrasts with the idea of essentialism, where members 

are expected to hold certain characteristics, traits, or values to belong. Ethnic identity is 

maintained through a sense of belonging to an ethnic group. On the contrary, self-

expression and representation of one’s identity at any given moment is greatly impacted 

by their surrounding environment (Johnson, 2007; Varelas, 2012). To illustrate, Gaither, 

Sommers and Ambady’s (2013) research demonstrates Black/White mixed-race 
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individuals behaved and racially identified differently when in different social 

environments with either White or Black people.  

In academia, the terms racial and ethnic identity are sometimes used 

interchangeably (see Dana, 2002; Phinney, 1997), though some older and many 

contemporary introductory sociology textbooks and courses make the distinction (Bolaffi, 

2003; Lieberson, 1961; Nelson 1971; Singh, 2014; Weber, 1978). The interchangeable 

cases tend to result from a lack of clear and refined understanding between race and 

ethnicity among researchers (Murry, Smith, and Hill, 2001). For those who do make a 

distinction, race is a socio-political construct that categorizes people based on superficial 

physical attributes while ethnicity refers to cultural practices and connections made 

through self-identified kinship (Cokley, 2005; Helms, 2007; Murry, Smith, and Hill, 2001). 

The distinction between race and ethnicity implies two different layers of identity that 

require boundary work, which refers to the process of defining differences. It raises 

questions as to whether boundaries between ethnic groups are reinforced differently for 

people who share the same racial identity. While racial categories are political and 

ideological, racialization is a process that impacts everyday life and experience in 

important ways. The lived experiences non-White racialized people are important to 

recognize under systemic racism (Omi and Winant, 2015). 

Some scholars have discussed the implications of using the concepts of race and 

ethnicity interchangeably, noting that it “implies that behaviors can be understood based 

on physical characteristics (common criteria for defining race) rather than as a function of 

socialization, experience, and the environment (common criteria for defining ethnicity)” 
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(Murry, Smith, and Hill, 2001, pg. 912). Murry, Smith, and Hill (2001) found that race is 

often the go-to term when referring to Black identities while ethnicity is used to describe 

Latinx and Asian identities. The debate over the meanings of race, ethnicity, and culture 

are primarily concerned with the connotations and consequences of thoughtlessly 

combining people into groups that lead us to make unfair assumptions or essentialize 

race/ethnicity (Banton, 2016).  

Omi and Winant (2015) provide a strong foundation for understanding racialization, 

which can be extended to understand ethnicization. They discuss race-making as a 

process of othering and categorizing. Categorizing is necessary for us to navigate the 

social world, yet there are consequences when using terms that can vary as much as 

race. As they put it, racialization is “the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially 

unclassified relationship, social practice, or group” and can occur in various ways (Omi 

and Winant, 2015, pg. 111). They continue, 

To summarize thus far: Race is a concept, a representation or signification 

of identity that refers to different types of human bodies, to the perceived 

corporeal and phenotypic markers of difference and the meanings and 

social practices that are ascribed to these differences. (Omi and Winant, 

2015) 

Race, though a social construct that works to divide people, is a fundamental 

concept to social analysis because of its role within social identity and social inequality. 

Culture is central to sustaining racism and racist belief systems while also holding the 

potential to combat these issues. Misrepresentations, stereotypes, and racial-

/ethnicization both construct and are the product of tension between different cultural 
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beliefs and values. The formation of hierarchies is almost innate both within and between 

social groups to support group-living, which opens the possibility for competition for 

power. The dominant groups have the power and privilege to do the ascribing; in Canada, 

through historical and ongoing colonization, the dominant ‘race’ is White. White people 

create and alter narratives of other cultures to maintain their power. If White people 

misrepresent a culture by misusing their symbols and traditions it can be disrespectful to 

the meaning and history of the culture. This also obscures difficult legacies of violence 

and oppression as the dominant group takes control over creating the narrative. It is 

uncertain by what means members of one group (either dominant or minority) can 

‘correctly’ or appropriately use symbols and traditions of another. 

When people ascribe certain social practices, appearances, and behaviours to 

other cultures it tends to reduce members of those cultures to those characteristics (De 

Reus, 2017; Grosswirth, 2017; Johnson and Enomoto, 2000; Murji and Solomos, 2015). 

This is the process of racialization, which focuses on physical characteristics, or 

ethnicization, which focuses on heritage and ties to more specific regions. People who 

are racialized and ethnicized as something other than White face exclusion and 

discrimination because of their identity which marks them as what is commonly known as 

a visible minority. It is important to note that racialization applies to White identities as 

well, though racialization is more often recognized and thought of in terms of non-White 

identities. To believe we are solely a product of our ethnicity or race and our identity is 

determined by just that aligns with essentialism and denies individuals agency in their 

lives (Singh, 2014). One’s connection and socialization to their cultures – keeping in mind 
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that one can belong to many different cultures at once – is fluid and dynamic and does 

not mean that they always feel represented by their culture(s), if ever.  

William Cross describes a five-step model of racial identity formation that begins 

with the individual being unaware of their race and aligning themselves with a dominant 

group until a moment where they are forced to recognize their race and begin a process 

of immersing themselves in it (Cross, 1978; Knight, 2014). In the cases examined by 

Cross (1978), since the dominant group is White, Cross’ model applies best to non-White 

racialized people. On the contrary, Janet Helms offers a model for White racial identity 

development, that ends in anti-racist White identity (Knight, 2014). While these, and many 

other models of racial identity formation/development, offer us a clear and almost linear 

progression of identity formation (pre-recognition, recognition, immersion, appreciation) 

and highlight the importance of social context, they do not give much attention to variance 

throughout this process. They are resemblant of Plato’s allegory of the cave in the path 

to enlightenment, where individuals must confront the incongruencies between their 

perceptions and reality through a difficult process that ultimately ends in understanding.  

Consider Lamont and Swidler’s (2014) work on the fluidity of identity. When 

environment and company changes, would it be necessary to go through a modified 

version of the identity development model each time? For example, are biracial folks 

meant to address their difference when interacting with a group from one race and then 

re-immersing themselves in the other? I ask these questions to further understand how 

responses to cultural appropriation may change depending on if someone sees 

themselves as a non-White racial- or ethnicized individual in the moment. Particularly in 
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a multicultural society, individuals will assess and confront their differences from others 

according to the identity development models. Not only this, but with fluidity of identity in 

mind the perceived differences an individual will acknowledge can vary. For example, an 

Asian/White mixed individual might identify as White when surrounded by White peers, 

but during the same interaction recognize their difference and begin to further develop 

their Asian identity.  

 Our sense of racial identities is shaped by social and institutional structures, and 

this affects our network ties (Hampton and Duncan, 2011). There is a tendency to distrust 

those who we share less in common with, and thus sometimes those with dissimilar racial 

or ethnic identities struggle to trust one another based on deep rooted and complex 

historical conflicts between the groups (Anzures et al., 2013; Hampton and Duncan, 

2011). Non-White racialized and ethnicized groups are vulnerable to exploitation and 

discrimination by dominant groups. Previous experience with discrimination and 

exploitation could lead to increased skepticism of outsiders who attempt to partake in 

traditions of cultures they do not belong to. If someone feels like they are personally 

connected to sacred (i.e., religious or entitled to high respect) elements of their culture, it 

may feel odd or inappropriate to see someone who does not share that aspect of their 

identity use and especially misuse their culture. Their identity feels stolen or incongruent 

with how it is portrayed. There is discomfort in seeing a part of oneself misrepresented, 

regardless of the appropriator’s feelings of connection to the cultural element. 
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2.4 Boundaries and Essentialism 

Group membership is an important way to distinguish one’s identity from others 

while also uniting members as a collective group. Membership to groups such as 

ethnicity/culture involves passing certain criteria, such as appearance, birthplace, place 

of residence, or ancestral origins (Fuchs, 2001; Huynh and Woo, 2014; Matthes, 2016). 

So, for example, as someone who is White-passing and born in Canada, I may not be 

recognized as a member of Filipino culture. However, my mother’s side of the family came 

from the Philippines which fits the ancestral origins criteria for cultural membership. 

Identity is not the only fluid concept; the symbolic boundaries of ethnicities and cultures 

also shift temporally and geographically. Membership typically grants one access to the 

community, practices, traditions, and cultural capital for that specific culture, but this 

capital may not translate to useable capital for those in diaspora (Erel, 2010; Yosso, 

2005). Nevertheless, membership can be fluid and is determined by the individual, other 

group insiders, and group outsiders.  

 In determining what is considered sacred and establishing boundaries, it is 

important to recall that these criteria can be subjective and dynamic. That being said, 

tradition and history can inform us on what elements may be considered sacred (Barth 

1969; Prott, 2012; van Meijl, 2009). Both insiders and outsiders play a role in boundary 

making (Barth 1969; Jenkins, 1996). This occurs through a twofold process, where 

“individuals [are] able to differentiate themselves from others by drawing on criteria of 

community and a sense of shared belonging within their subgroup” and the “process [is] 

recognized by outsiders” (Lamont, Pendergrass, and Pachucki, 2015, pg. 853). One of 
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the foundational thinkers for this kind of perspective is Blumer (1958), who views racial 

prejudice as a collective process of a group as opposed to something held by individuals.  

Cultural essentialism can be seen in boundaries created by group insiders and that 

are viewed as essential criteria to meet to belong to the community. Matthes (2016) 

examines appropriation within the arts by first understanding essentialism. Cultural 

essentialism enables generalizations and misrepresentations of cultures. It denies the 

members agency and freedom of self-expression that deviates from what is considered 

“necessary” and homogeneous to the groups they belong to. Essentialism provides 

criteria for group membership that often developed from within the group, whereas 

stereotyping and racial-/ethnicization is often borne from the dominant group ascribing 

racial and ethnic identities to types of behaviour (De Reus, 2017; Fuchs, 2001; 

Grosswirth, 2017; Huynh and Woo, 2014; Johnson and Enomoto, 2000; Matthes, 2016; 

Murji and Solomos, 2015). Essentialism claims ownership over certain characteristics by 

some cultures and discourages transgressing boundaries. Having certain criteria for 

cultural membership can increase cohesion of a group but tends to drive a harsher divide 

between cultural groups and reproduce inequalities (Castano et al, 2002; Shelby, 2002).  

Essentialism is important to consider in this research as it may play a role in 

identifying appropriation by distinguishing if the person using symbols or traditions from 

one’s culture is a fellow member or not. Based on this identification, members of the group 

will determine if the case is considered appropriation or not.  If someone is perceived to 

be an outsider to the culture, the appropriator may be accused of abusing their privilege 

or exploiting the culture for clout or monetary gain. 
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2.5 In Favour of Appropriation 

In line with Rogers’ understanding of cultural exchange, scholars in the arts often 

associate cultural appropriation with cultural production (Desmet and Iyengar, 2015; 

Duhem and Oullet, 2018; Gordon, 2018; Young, 2008). The value of sampling works, 

taking inspiration from different cultures and histories, and freedom of expression are the 

center of these arguments. Author Lionel Shriver (2016) is a great example of someone 

who supports cultural appropriation. She has shared that she feels that people are 

developing a “super sensitivity” and an irrational fear of offending people from other 

cultures. According to Shriver (2006) and Young (2008), this type of sensitivity and fear 

severely inhibits creativity for writers and artists who want to depict characters or subjects 

from other cultures. For Ziff and Rao (1997), they also question the consequences of 

limiting one’s creative license to their autobiography. The ‘revolutionary’ artist Pablo 

Picasso likely would not have achieved his success and fame had he not been introduced 

to the traditional African art that inspired him to repaint Les Demoiselles D’Avignon 

(Hummer, 2018). Figure 2.2 shows the famous painting of five nude women, with some 

of them wearing masks that draw from African art. This painting “contains one of the first 

significant introductions of African art into Western painting” (Hummer, 2018, pg. 2). A 

number of studies discuss the complex relationship between ‘primitivism’ as an avant-

garde artistic style and colonialism in this particular artwork (Desmet and Iyengar, 2015; 

Hummer, 2018; Leighten, 1990; Lemke, 1998; McGee, 2007). 
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Figure 2.2: Pablo Picasso. Les Desmoiselles d’Avignon. 1907. Oil on Canvas. 96x92”. Museum of 
Modern Art, New York. 

Gordon (2018) sees cultural appropriation as beneficial and rejects claims that 

problematize it. Firstly, he believes discouraging appropriation denies agency to those 

who appropriate. The idea that one can police another’s actions and way of dress simply 

because others deem it offensive or disrespectful means that we are compromising the 

right to freedom of expression. However, just because it is someone’s right to dress in 

someone else’s cultural wear does not mean that it occurs without consequences. 

Feinberg’s (1985) book Offense to Others suggests preserving the feelings of another is 

not a legitimate reason to interfere with the liberties of others. On the other hand, Feinberg 

further suggests it may be legitimate to intervene with someone’s actions or practices if 

the goal is to preserve the integrity of a culture and protect its members from 

discrimination.  
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Gordon (2018) also argues that historical erasure is not equivalent to 

appropriation, nor does appropriation erase the value of what is being appropriated. This 

argument supports the idea that cultural appropriation may be ‘helpful’ to marginalized 

cultures because it circulates their symbols into mainstream use. While it is true that a 

symbol can gain more recognition this way, Gordon fails to acknowledge the aspect of 

misrepresentation that is often coupled with appropriation. Consider the symbol generally 

known as the swastika. Depending on your personal background, you may think of the 

Sanskrit symbol that originated over 7000 years ago as a religious symbol for various 

religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism (United States Holocaust Museum, 2017). 

Most likely though, regardless of background, many people will think of the swastika as a 

symbol of Nazi Germany. This is a key example of the taking, misuse, and 

misrepresentation that has turned a symbol of religious value into a symbol of hatred, 

where the latter is now the dominant connotation today and thus prevents people from 

displaying and engaging with its original meaning. Regardless of Hitler’s 

misunderstanding, whether by design or ignorance, the symbol was appropriated and can 

be looked at as a blatant example of the harmful impact of appropriation. 

Finally, Gordon (2018) suggests that discouraging cultural appropriation denies 

non-members the joy of participation. For example, the joy of participation in another’s 

culture can be found in tourism (Kingsbury, 2005; Mitas and Bastiaansen, 2018). Many 

people travel to experience other cultures, but there are ways to do this without claiming 

the culture as your own or misrepresenting what you have experienced (Goodwin, 2016; 
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Holmes, 2015; Kulbach, 2012). It is not necessary to insert yourself in sacred traditions 

to enjoy another culture. 

 It is inevitable, particularly within a so-called “multicultural” country, that we will be 

influenced by people from other cultures. However, giving freedom to use people from 

other cultures in the arts, especially when creating a fictional account or loosely basing it 

on real historical accounts or people can be problematic. Ono and Buescher (1996, 2001) 

wrote about the harm of the Disney movie Pocahontas which inaccurately and 

unfavorably depicts an Indigenous community and commodifies a young Indigenous 

woman’s story. The real history of Pocahontas (her actual names were Amonute and 

Matoaka) is much different from the Disney version that sells the idea of White saviourism, 

idealizes colonialism, and fetishizes Indigenous women.  

Young (2008) casts a wide net with his understanding of appropriation, which 

includes buying a souvenir from a local artist when travelling. Recognizing this, he also 

defends many cases of appropriation of the arts throughout his book Cultural 

Appropriation and the Arts, where he quotes Margaret Drabble, “…appropriation is what 

novelists do. Whatever we write is, knowingly or unknowingly, a borrowing. Nothing 

comes from nowhere,” (quoted in Young, 2008, pg. 31). In a way, this suggests that 

appropriation is inevitable when exposed to other cultures and that those of us in 

multicultural settings are likely engaging in appropriation in some areas of our self-

expression. This view is intriguing and runs very close to the concepts of transculturation 

and cultural exchange. I ask both if and how we can differentiate between incorporating 

influence from other cultures and cultural appropriation?   
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2.6 Concerns with Appropriation 

Academics also discuss the element of power and privilege at play within acts of 

cultural appropriation. This includes assessing exploitation, degradation, and 

misrepresentations of a cultural group. Given the points outlined above, I will clarify my 

use of the term in this research. As my research focuses on appropriation of marginalized 

cultures (using participants who identify as ethnic minorities), I will accept Arya (2019) 

and Bredin’s (2008) conceptualization of cultural appropriation moving forward. Arya 

(2019) and Bredin (2008) both agree that cultural appropriation specifically and only refers 

to the taking of cultural goods, knowledge, or traditions from a marginalized/minority or 

Indigenous culture. Furthermore, they suggest that regardless of intention, the act is 

always problematic because of existing asymmetries of power. This stance only truly 

aligns with one of four types of cultural appropriation defined by Rogers’ (2006): cultural 

exploitation. This further demonstrates the nuances of the term while confirming the 

relevance of power imbalances in the discussion.  

I understand that concerns over cultural appropriation fall within three categories. 

First, there is concern with the element of racial privilege that can be used to identify 

power inequalities. Secondly, there is the potential to exploit a cultural group, commodify 

the culture, and offer inappropriate or non-existent compensation or credit given to the 

people who legitimately identify as members of the culture. Finally, there is the potential 

to degrade or misrepresent cultural practices, perpetuate harmful stereotypes, replace or 

diminish significance or historical roots, and/or fetishize a cultural group. 
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Whiteness often facilitates a freedom of expression divorced from the experience 

of everyday inequities. White people are able to benefit from their White privilege while 

also partaking in practices of non-White racial or ethnic groups; they can sport the 

appearances of non-White racialized people and then remove themselves from the 

culture afterwards (Eberhardt and Freeman, 2015; Grosswirth, 2017). They have the 

privilege to view people’s cultures as costumes or outfits without respecting its origins or 

the people it belongs to (Kleisath, 2014). The power dynamics present a problem because 

while the traditions may be enjoyable to both insiders and outsiders to participate in, only 

the marginalized group will face discrimination for their attachment to the identity. 

Particularly for ethnic groups that have been marginalized, it can be offensive and 

upsetting when a person or group with racial privilege engages with their culture free from 

discrimination that others face (Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; Eberhardt and Freeman, 

2015; Kleisath, 2014; Lancefield, Ziff, and Rao, 1998; Young, 2008; Young, 2019). 

For example, Black people have a history of being discriminated against for their 

hair. It is not uncommon for others to violate their boundaries to touch Black hair or to 

forbid Black hairstyles in certain settings claiming they are ‘unprofessional’ (Brown, 2018; 

Caldwell, 1991; Dosekun, 2021; Jones, 1994; Robinson, 2016; Thompson, 2009). While 

Black people regularly experience this racism, it will not be felt by others who try to 

replicate the aesthetic.  Similarly, ‘Black-fishing’ is a term coined by Canadian journalist 

Wanna Thompson that refers to non-Black people who attempt to access Blackness. 

Essentially it describes people who make themselves look Black to achieve a more 

“exotic” look for monetary or social gain (Stevens, 2021; Virk and McGregor, 2018). This 
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can be done with lip fillers, hair styling, and skin darkening. They may even alter their 

speech and adopt Black Vernacular English1 (BVE) (Chun, 2001). Black-fishers do not 

experience oppression for being Black because they are not Black, but they will enjoy 

social affirmation for their new exotic and fetishized look (Sims, 2009). Field (1970) 

discusses the fashion industry and status float phenomenon. This phenomenon opposes 

the trickle-down theory of fashion trends diffusing from those with higher statuses to the 

masses and lower status holders, suggesting that high fashion takes from lower status 

groups and remarkets it as desirable for those with higher status. Instead of working to 

include and credit the groups it takes from, the fashion industry will profit from and exploit 

the trend. The acts may be found offensive because they reduce a culture to certain 

stereotypes and are seen as the erasure of a culture or abuse of power by White people 

who escape the discrimination yet enjoy participation and social or financial advantages. 

This brings us to the second category of concerns with appropriation: exploitation, profit, 

and compensation.  

When engaging with another culture, who gets the credit and reaps the reward? 

Credit alone is not always enough, there should be material gain and compensation for 

the cultural source and people. For example, consider the clothing brands Zara and 

Anthropologie. These brands have a history of producing and selling clothing that uses 

patterns unique to the Indigenous Mixteca community. The culture minister of Mexico, 

 

1 Black Vernacular English (BVE) is more of an umbrella term compared to African American Vernacular English 
(AAVE) to include and acknowledge Black influence and history that does not originate from Africa(ns). William 
Labov referred to it as Black English Vernacular (BEV) in the 1960s, and it has been historically known as Ebonics, a 
term coined by Dr. Robert Williams in 1973. It is often described as a dialect or ethnolect of English.  
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Alejandra Frausto, shared that the ministry has asked the brands for a “public explanation 

on what basis it could privatize collective property” (quoted in Marriott, 2021, par. 2). 

Drawing on Marx’s (1986) foundational works of capitalism, the commodification of 

cultures can be described as “the means by which goods or ideas are transformed into 

commodities, or objects of trade” (Arya, 2021, pg. 4). This implies removing the cultural 

meaning and conditions of the production of the product and replacing the use value with 

the value of owning the commodity as it becomes an object for exchange, as seen in the 

Zara and Anthropologie example above. We need to also consider the way that the allure 

of the ethnic ‘other’ is marketed as “exotic, desirable, and edgy” to the dominant groups 

(Arya, 2021). As hooks puts it, “ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the 

dull dish that is mainstream white culture” (hooks, 2015, pg. 21). This ‘exotic’ illusion is 

then sold to those who can afford the aesthetics and goods that attempt to portray more 

spice in their identity.  

These cultural goods can be sold by people from the original cultural group, but 

this does not necessarily mean there is no harm done; often this comes from the need for 

income (Rogers, 2006). Both cultural insiders and outsiders might dilute the cultural 

goods’ “authenticity” to cut costs in their production (Rogers, 2006). Finally, we can look 

at the third category of concern, an oversimplification or some reimagination of a cultural 

good could arguably be a part of transculturation. However, it risks erasure of the historic 

meaning or of the ties to the original culture. The dangers of misrepresenting a culture 

are erasure or re-enculturation (for more on re-enculturation see Helstosky, 2008), 

harmful stereotypes, and fetishization.  
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An example of re-enculturation and erasure can be seen in BVE. It is often misused 

by non-Black people, especially ones with no proximity to Black communities, such as 

White Millennials and Generation Z butchering attempts to “talk Black” for comedic effect. 

They create caricatures of Black people and try on a “Blaccent” that parodies BVE and 

confuses it for popular slang (Chun, 2001; Malbroux, 2017; Persadie, 2019; The 

Feminuity Team, 2021). The consequence of failing to distinguish between phrases taken 

from BVE and popular slang is the erasure of the deep and significant historical roots of 

the language.  These parodies and misuses of speech work to create an inaccurate and 

offensive stereotype of Black people who speak this way, often forcing them to code 

switch when around non-Black people to avoid discrimination (Hill, 2009; Myers, 

Silverman, and Rowe, 2020). Related to hooks’ (2015) and Arya’s (2021) comments on 

adding ‘spice’ to White identities is the risk of fetishization. Arya (2021) describes that for 

minority groups, this commodification can be both “empowering” and “exploitative”, in that 

seeing one’s identity reflected as a highly valued commodity can inspire pride even if it is 

being used as a marketing tool to exploit the identity. 

The desire for the other and to add this spice is often pursued in attempt to add 

sex appeal, especially for women. Non-White racialized women (along with men and 

others) have long been hypersexualized and portrayed as sex symbols (Holmes, 2016; 

Stacey and Forbes, 2021; Uchida, 1998; Zheng, 2016). Perhaps the most common and 

extreme examples of fetishizing a culture come from Halloween costumes that 

appropriate other cultures. O’Dell’s (2016) review of Halloween costumes meant to 

portray Indigenous women demonstrates the oversexualization and fetishization by 
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commercial retailers. O’Dell found that the costumes in their search were highly 

sexualized and racist. Examples include costume names such as “Pocahottie” and 

“Women’s Sexy Indian Hottie Deluxe Costume”. Descriptions used reference to important 

cultural traditions and symbols such as “Everyone will want to invite you to their teepee 

for powwow when you’re dressed as a naughty native in this Women’s Sexy Indian Hottie 

Deluxe Costume!” (O’Dell, 2016). Evidently, the goal and consequence of these costumes 

is the reduction of Indigenous women to hypersexualized beings.  

2.7 Challenges in Evaluation 

2.7.1 Globalization and the Internet 

Globalization presents a challenge to identifying and evaluating cultural 

appropriation as more cultures engage in person and online. Globalization, along with 

neocolonialism, is at the heart of discussion on transculturation (Kraidy, 2002; Rogers, 

2006). With so much exposure and access to other cultures, it is impossible to avoid some 

influence from other cultures (Young, 2008). The inevitability of cultural appropriation 

through globalization should not work to dismiss it, but instead we should continue to 

focus on the political, economic, and social factors that bring cultural groups together and 

how hierarchies might lead to unethical uses of another culture. As Hahn (2008) stresses, 

hybridity of cultures and mixing of cultures is a way to understand the present-day 

relations; thus, the focus should be given to local cultures when examining globalization 

to properly understand cultural changes. In 2005, Siehr wrote about how globalization 

has loaned itself towards more liberal exchanges of cultural goods. This trend both 

facilitates exports of art products but also becomes part of the privatization of cultural 
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goods which challenges the collective ownership that some cultures use to protect cultural 

property. 

The internet, as a major part of communications technology, provides space for 

people to connect in real time from all around the world and acts as a ‘global knowledge 

base’ (McKenzie, 2018). This creates unique challenges as it is very easy to remove and 

redistribute images and ideas from a source without any credit, especially on social media 

and any platforms that allow users to create and share (Chen, 2019; Micheli, 2015). For 

example, a young child using TikTok may hear BVE used in several short videos from 

creators of various and ambiguous racial/ethnic backgrounds. Let’s assume they do not 

understand what BVE is and only see that the video has positive reception (many likes 

and comments). Influenced by what they have seen, the child may go to school the next 

day and desire the same reaction from their peers, so they begin using BVE. Their 

classmates begin to do the same, and their teacher now associates this type of speech 

with a younger generation, erasing the history of BVE and acknowledgment of its roots in 

the Black community.  

2.7.2 Multiculturalism and Multi-Ethnic Individuals/Societies 

There is a lot of debate on what is considered appropriation and it is often 

determined based on perceived cultural authenticity of the appropriator (Brauner, 2019; 

Brown, 2003; Coleman and Robin, 2003; Eberhardt and Freedman, 2015; Gordon, 2018; 

Matthes, 2016; Vaz, 1995). Difficulty with this arises in that it is not always possible to 

gauge someone’s relationship with a culture or ethnicity. Members of a group may give 

permission or assist non-members in appropriating their culture, but this does not 
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necessarily reflect how they or other insiders truly feel about it, nor is there a precise 

measure to determine a non-members relationship to this culture.  

While culture entails distinguishing insiders from outsiders, it does not mean that 

there are not shared or similar elements (Young, 2008). Furthermore, many people are 

not members of only one culture. To use myself as an example, my mother is Filipina, 

and my father is German and Italian. Now if I were to engage with Filipino culture, it may 

be difficult for someone to determine whether or not I am within my rights to use certain 

elements of it because they cannot easily identify me as a Filipina. Likewise, one might 

expect someone to engage with a culture based on their perceived ethnicity though that 

person could feel little to no connection to it. The difficulty with accurately identifying 

someone’s ethnicity and race complicates our ability to deem something as cultural 

appropriation. I discuss this topic further along with multiculturalism in Canada. 

Canada has state sanctioned multiculturalism. Multiculturalism is also described 

as multi-ethnic (Bolaffi, 2003) and is defined by Fleras as “a set of principles, policies, 

and practices for accommodating diversity as a legitimate and integral component of 

society” (Fleras, 1994, pg. 26). This paints a picture of a harmonious diverse population 

that values cultural and ethnic differences. Multiculturalism can be understood in different 

ways, generally it refers to the co-presence within a national territory of people from 

various cultural backgrounds with the same citizenship rights and obligations (Aydin, 

2014; Bolaffi, 2003; Spencer, 2006).  
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One of these understandings implies that multiculturalism reflects the surpression 

of race. This view imagines a population that hosts visible and unacknowledged cultural 

differences (Cho, 2009; Lopez, 2011; Mirza, 2015; Taylor, 1994; Valluvan, 2016; 

Valluvan, 2016b). Valluvan (2016) discusses the meaning of post-race society and how 

contemporary racism tends to ignore the history of racism and does nothing to remedy 

the inequalities. As Huynh and Woo (2014) point out, sometimes a multicultural society 

is perceived as a post-race society, suggesting race-based issues are in the past. 

However, this misconception is thwarted by the inclusion of visible minority statistics, as 

a post-race society would not need to identify visible minorities, nor would there be any 

reason to account for racial differences. Mirza (2015) asserts that we cannot be post-race 

when race is a construct that is so heavily intertwined with other social identities, 

especially considering that post-race is often used as a term to propagate political 

correctness. On another end, multiculturalism can be seen as both visible diversity and 

the acknowledgment of cultural differences. For example, the city of Toronto is considered 

multicultural in this way, however we still see forms of geographical separation and ethnic 

divides through neighbourhoods made up of similarly racialized people who are often 

newcomers to Canada. Consider Chinatown and Greek-town as examples of ethnic 

enclaves that have developed throughout the city. While there is intermingling of people 

from different cultures, many still settle their homes in a neighbourhood of those who 

share their cultural background (Hiebert, 2015; Qadeer, Agrawal, and Lovell, 2010).  

Both the above understandings of multiculturalism present challenges. Firstly, 

there will always be apparent physical differences and we have learned to categorize 
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people to make quick judgments (Blair, Judd, and Fallman, 2004; Dunham et al, 2015); 

therefore, we cannot simply “ignore” these differences. “Ignoring” race only works to 

silence the struggles of those who are marginalized by creating an illusion of equality 

(Ang, 2001; Cho, 2009; Lopez, 2011; Mirza, 2015; Valluvan, 2016; Valluvan, 2016b; Vaz, 

1995). In the second understanding of multiculturalism, there are still clear boundaries 

between co-present cultures/races/ethnicities. This only creates pockets for people to 

express their culture in close proximity to others but does not encourage integration of 

different ethnicities. The risk in this interpretation is upholding seemingly natural 

separation of cultural groups and missing opportunities for sharing with and learning from 

one another.  

 Perhaps multiculturalism can be best seen as a set of social practices and 

relationships as opposed to fixating only on the presence of other cultures. This approach 

would reflect the Reading Terminal Market, a diverse market in Philadelphia described as 

a place “where anyone could expect civility” (Anderson, 2004, pg. 17). The market is filled 

with shops, restaurants, kiosks, and people of different cultures and backgrounds. He 

describes a level of trust and sense of security among strangers and where they can learn 

about their similarities to one another. There, people interact with and enjoy the company 

and culture of others. Ultimately, people use these locations to build an understanding of 

people who are different from them and confirm or negate their pre-conceived notions 

and stereotypes as seen in Anderson’s (2004) ‘cosmopolitan canopy’. However, in other 

environments it can be challenging to celebrate other cultures when you are an outsider, 
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as you may not be privy to partake in some of the traditions. This is where concern over 

cultural appropriation comes in. 

 As discussed earlier in this paper, multiculturalism can also blend aspects of 

different cultures together and include the co-presence of cultures that share many 

similarities already. Transculturation erodes the boundaries between cultures through 

regular interaction and cultural exchanges. Young (2008) uses several chapters of his 

book to discuss how multiculturalism and the everchanging nature of cultures complicates 

the way we categorize (or racial-/ethnicize) others. Bi-/multi-racial or bi-/multi-ethnic 

individuals can be particularly difficult to categorize as people do not consider the 

possibility of being mixed or identification changes (Song, 2021). In this case, as well for 

some mono-racial folk, one can ‘pass’ as another race or ethnicity based on their physical 

characteristics. Passing implies that an individual can appear to be part of a group that 

they do not, at least fully, belong to but they fit enough of the stereotyped criteria that they 

get categorized as a member anyway (Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; DuCros, 2020; 

Habyarimana, Humphreys, Posner, and Weinstein, 2007). It is not uncommon to 

incorrectly guess another’s ethnicity, as demonstrated by Harris and Findley’s (2014) 

research in South Africa. Harris and Findley measured participant ability in identifying the 

ethnicity of others and found a low success rate. The highest rates were when participants 

were identifying people who were members of the same ethnicity as themselves, but 

success of this was still less than half (Harris and Findley, 2014). These findings suggest 

the possibility of falsely accusing someone of cultural appropriation after misidentifying 
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them coupled with the way multicultural societies sometimes enable and encourage 

sharing cultural traditions. 

2.8 Gaps 

The literature on racial and ethnic identities (see Ashong-Lamptey, 2016; Barth, 

1998; Blair, Judd, and Fallman, 2004; Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; Brown, 2018; 

Dokis, 2007; Figueroa, 2021; Hartlep and Ball, 2020; Holmes, 2016; Kleisath, 2014; 

Stacey and Forbes, 2021; Stevens, 2021) clearly demonstrates that racial and ethnic 

minorities have faced discrimination for their cultural identities and that the essences of 

these identities are adapted by others in complex ways. This can include cultural 

appropriation of sacred traditions or use of culturally significant symbols, objects, or 

products. Through my analysis of the cultural appropriation literature (see Arya, 2021; 

Braun, 2014; Brauner, 2019; Bredin, 2008; Desmet and Iyengar, 2015; Eberhardt and 

Freeman, 2015; Hagn, 2008; Hummer, 2018; Kleisath, 2014; Matthes, 2019; Micó, 2006; 

Mosley and Biernat, 2021; Persadie, 2019; Rogers, 2006; Salzer, 2003; Thompson, 2021; 

Vasalou, Khaled, Gooch, and Benton, 2014; Vaz, 1995; Young, 2008; Young, 2008b; 

Young and Brunk, 2009), I was unable to find much with regards to centering the 

perspectives of ethnic minorities on cultural appropriation of both their own and other 

minority cultures. Several studies focused on appropriating and debating ownership of 

cultural artefacts in museums (Cornu, 2013; Coutts-Smith, 2002; Ferland, 2017) and can 

serve as starting points to understand how these negotiations of cultural ownership are 

formed. Much of the literature reviewed for this research used a theoretical or content 

analysis approach to understand the consequences of cultural appropriation or the 
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significance of the history of cultural traditions in Canada. My research therefore 

addresses this gap with in-depth interpretive analysis of personal experiences of ethnic 

minorities.  

 A key issue highlighted throughout the literature (Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; 

Harkness, 2011; Kleisath, 2014; Vasalou, Khaled, Gooch, and Benton, 2014) is White 

people inserting themselves into ethnic minority narratives. I plan to highlight the thoughts 

and feelings of ethnic minority-identifying participants in my research, as I felt this aspect 

is missing in the existing literature. Cultural sensitivity includes amplifying the voices of 

marginalized cultures, as opposed to speaking for them. The research project is made 

more relevant during time of the Black Lives Matter movement, where protests against 

anti-Black racism have pushed for equality in all avenues, including that of representation 

and exploitation of their culture (Bartholomew, Harris, and Maglalang, 2018; Broady, 

Todd, and Darity, 2018; Jackson, Thoits, and Taylor, 1995; Johnson, 2003). In addition, I 

feel it is relevant in the ongoing discussions of Indigenous rights in Canada concerning 

land back movements and the appropriation of artefacts, stories, symbolism, and 

spirituality (Kuprecht, 2012; Leroux, 2019).   

This study examines and identifies the main discourse repertoires that ethnic 

minorities employ to evaluate and respond to misappropriation or offense to a culture. A 

goal of the research is to consider the perspectives of ethnic minorities on different forms 

of appropriation before generalizing something as offensive and discouraging potential 

appreciation of other cultures. Furthermore, I explore what factors contribute to feeling 

personally offended or upset with regards to cultural appropriation. This research will 
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contribute to our understanding of the consequences of cultural appropriation on the 

individual. Misrepresentation of cultural symbols does not only harm the individual but 

can also have real consequences for the whole community being appropriated through 

exploiting and erasing their experiences.  

The goals for this research are to learn via qualitative means what makes use of 

cultural symbols offensive to the participants so that we can learn how to better show 

appreciation and engage with other cultures. Existing critical literature focuses on policy 

change and top-down solutions. This research offers a sociologically oriented 

understanding of how individuals navigate and understand the process of engaging with 

and borrowing from other cultures. Readers can reflect on their own use of cultural 

symbols, acknowledge their own privileges, and work towards creating a dialogue with 

marginalized communities on how to demonstrate appreciation and acceptance for their 

culture without misusing it. 
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3 Chapter Three: Method and Methodology 

This section includes a description of the methodology, how data were collected, 

and the theories that guided interpretations. This project explores the following questions 

through in-depth semi-structured interviews with students who self-identify as ethnic 

minorities and attend a Canadian university:  

1. How do ethnic minorities enrolled in Canadian universities define cultural 

appropriation?  

2. How do they respond to cultural appropriation?  

3. What is the perceived impact of cultural appropriation (for themselves and for their 

community)?  

With 11 participants in total, the analysis explores their thoughts on cultural appropriation. 

3.1 Interpretive and Phenomenological Methodology 

An interpretive and phenomenological approach guided my interview-based 

design. To conduct this research, I used an interview-based qualitative approach that 

asked participants questions about their experiences with cultural appropriation. In 

addition, in order to set a wider context for current issues and debates, I selected three 

online news sources2 (The Guardian, Buzzfeed, and The Globe and Mail) and performed 

a discourse analysis of articles mentioning cultural appropriation over a 6-month period. 

Qualitative methodology is a valuable tool and is most appropriate for collecting data on 

 

2 The Globe and Mail is the only one of these sources that is Canadian-sourced. I included the United Kingdom 
version of The Guardian and Buzzfeed because they are featured in Canadian news streams and are widely 
accessible as online sources. 
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individual perspectives in cultural sociology and allowing for reflexivity from both 

participants and researcher (Keegan, 2009; Ten Have, 2004). The descriptive nature of 

qualitative research enables a more human and emotional component to the project 

(Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). Perhaps most importantly, qualitative research allows the 

participant to highlight their key experiences (van den Hoonaard, 2015). The interpretivist 

approach is relevant in this study as the focus is on how individuals interpret and make 

meaning of appropriation. Qualitative methodology and the interpretive approach work 

well together for this project as it will give me the ability to ask probing questions to 

improve understanding of participants’ experiences (Turner, 2010).   

The fluidity of identity is important to consider in this research to better understand 

how one’s relationship with their own ethnicity may vary or come into question at times. 

A cultural approach to research appreciates the importance of context. Lamont and 

Swidler (2014) discuss the way that inconsistency in how someone responds in an 

interview does not make them unreliable, instead it demonstrates the contradictions held 

within oneself and complexity of what they are discussing. For example, one can 

subscribe to the idea of essentialism and believe there are required behaviours or beliefs 

to identify with their ethnicity while at times failing to fulfill the requirements themselves. 

A key goal in this research is to investigate the experiences of marginalized ethnic 

identities. For this reason, a phenomenological approach is best as it focuses on the 

participants’ perceptions of their lived experiences (Creswell and Poth, 2017). 

Phenomenology can often take on a form similar to narrative, but the focus rests on what 

the participants have said and not how (Creswell and Poth, 2017; Yüksel and Yildrim, 
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2015). Phenomenological research allows me to study and uncover the essence of 

participants’ experiences with the phenomenon of cultural appropriation without 

emphasizing the way the participants tell me about their experiences. This lets me focus 

on the lived experiences of the participants in relation to cultural (mis)appropriation and 

the overall phenomenon of cultural appropriation (Moustakas, 1994).   

Both the researcher and participants have an influence on the research process, 

and this is acknowledged throughout analysis and interpretation. Qualitative 

phenomenological methodology lends itself to an interpretivist approach to research 

(Creswell and Poth, 2017).  This means that my analysis will be a combination of my 

participants’ experiences and my own interpretation of what they have shared with me 

(Creswell and Poth, 2017, pg. 76). By using a semi-structured interview, I actively worked 

with the participants to explore their feelings on cultural appropriation and let them guide 

the tone of the interview.   

3.2 Research design 

3.2.1 Discourse/Media Analysis 

A discourse analysis of media coverage was important in this research to give a 

better understanding of what my participants and other Canadians may be seeing in terms 

of media coverage of cultural appropriation. I chose three news sources including (1) The 

Guardian, (2) The Globe and Mail, and (3) Buzzfeed, and performed a search for articles 

that mentioned cultural appropriation and were published between May 1, 2021, and 

October 1, 2021. The first two news sources were selected because they are widely 

accepted as credible sources for news and are accessible in Canada. The last source, 
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Buzzfeed, is a digital media company based in America and that Canadians often engage 

with through various social media platforms. These sources are likely accessible and 

familiar to the target population of my research and are valuable for me to understand 

how participants may see this issue framed. I use them to contextualize the concept of 

appropriation as seen by the general public. The unit of analysis in this instance is the 

article, particularly the descriptions used in the articles. Articles were catalogued and 

then coded to identify the ethnicities being appropriated and the adjectives or other value-

laden descriptors (ex. “accused”, “backfire”, “mistake”, “offensive”). This provided insight 

on how media is framing cultural appropriation and what cultures they discuss 

appropriation of. Findings from this content analysis can be found in the Chapter 4.1.  

3.2.2 Interviews 

As mentioned, data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The unit of 

analysis is the interview transcript. The interview transcripts are the main data analyzed 

in this thesis, with the news articles merely to help contextualize the phenomenon. The 

interviews were semi-structured and open-ended to allow for the conversation to flow 

naturally, allowing participants to elaborate on topics they were more interested in and 

strengthen the researcher-participant relationship (Galletta and Cross, 2013; Kallio, 

Pietilä, Johnson, and Kangasniemi, 2016). This allowed me to interpret what issues each 

participant seemed to be more passionate about or have more experience with.  

The guide (Appendix D) was developed in four parts to address the research 

questions. It was designed to target the following themes: identity and belonging, 

symbolism and meaning, representation and interpretation. Firstly, the introduction 
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questions sought to understand how participants defined cultural appropriation and clarify 

the concept for those who were unfamiliar with it. The second section of the interview 

explored the participants’ sense of identity in relation to their ethnicity. It also prompted 

discussion on distinguishing cultural appropriation from appreciation and how they see 

others engage with their cultures. Questions in the third section were developed to solicit 

participant thoughts on cultural appropriation of other ethnicities they do not identify with. 

I had prepared examples of high-profile celebrities and figures accused of cultural 

appropriation of various cultures in case the participant wanted prompts. Finally, the 

concluding questions focused on understanding what parts of our discussion they felt 

were most important or significant. 

3.2.3 Eligibility 

Eligibility for participation in this research required a person to meet the following 

recruitment criteria.  

• Able to give consent and 18+  

• Enrolled in a Canadian University  

• Identify as a member of an ethnic minority  

I focused on this population not only because of convenience but also because 

social psychologists have found enrolment in post-secondary studies plays an important 

role in developing socio-political positionalities (Muheljic and Drace, 2018; Zhang, 2013). 

Learning the thoughts of minorities in this age group and part of their lives can help to 

better understand how to inform policies and media reports on cultural sensitivity and how 
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to show meaningful cultural appreciation in everyday life. I chose Canadian universities 

for two reasons. Firstly, I am currently attending one and have familiarity with them and 

second, Canada is seen as a “diverse” and multicultural country where cultural exchange 

is bound to happen. This led me to believe that it is likely many ethnic minorities will have 

experience with borrowing from other cultures and seeing their cultures borrowed from.  

In terms of who qualifies as an ethnic minority, I left that up to my participants to 

define. Despite the available distinctions between race and ethnicity in sociological texts 

(Cokley, 2005; Helms, 2007; Macionis & Gerber, 2017; Murry, Smith, Hill, 2001), I must 

consider the dynamic nature of the terms (Amiot, Doucerain, Zhou, and Ryder, 2017; 

Gracia, 2007; Macionis and Gerber, 2017; Schindler, Reinhard, Knab, and Stahlberg, 

2016). Because of the shifting meanings of race and ethnicity and way that some 

sociologists use them interchangeably (see Dana, 2002; Phinney and Kohatsu, 1997), 

this has led me to believe my participants may not hold a distinction between them either 

or may opt to use “culture” instead. I had two participants reach out to me prior to their 

interviews to ask if I considered them to be an ethnic minority/if they were eligible for this 

research. In both cases, they were mixed-race and identified as half-White.  

As this research focuses on borrowing from marginalized communities, I 

anticipated that anybody who does not self-identify entirely as White would qualify for my 

research. That said, I also recognize that groups that may now be considered White have 

not always been recognized this way and welcome those who feel marginalized in some 

form based on their ethnic identity to participate (Gerber and Kraut, 2005). This includes 

ethnicities that are recognized as White but may experience discrimination with 
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xenophobic dimensions. For example, patronizing or misinterpreted celebrations of St 

Patrick’s day and the stereotype of associating Irish people with drinking (alcohol). In this 

research, all participants identified with some ethnicity that is not White. 

3.2.4 Recruitment 

As discussed, there was debate over terminology in how to appropriately target 

ethnic minorities. Ultimately, ‘ethnic minorities’ was the term used in recruitment flyers. 

There was much difficulty in recruiting participants, possibly due to the COVID-19 

restrictions that limited in person contact and other in person or physical avenues for 

recruitment. The recruitment flyer was distributed through my own social media accounts 

and anyone who saw it was encouraged to share it with their networks. Those who did 

participate were asked to invite their friends and I had contacted University groups that 

represented different cultures from universities in Guelph and the Greater Toronto Area 

to ask them to circulate the flyer to their members. In the end, I was able to interview 

11 participants from ages 21-32 who were all enrolled in a university in Ontario.   

3.2.5 Data Collection 

3.2.5.1 Discourse Analysis 

Cultural appropriation is a hot topic in multiple disciplines (literature and arts, 

media, legal studies, politics, sociology). With such a broad reach, simply searching 

“cultural appropriation” through even one news source and no other filters returned an 

overwhelming number of results. To provide timely context, I applied filters for each news 

source to show results from May 1, 2021, to October 1, 2021. The sole search term used 

was “cultural appropriation”. Figure 3 shows the search summary from a Factiva inquiry, 
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which returned eight articles, two of which were identical with one small revision. 

Buzzfeed News is not a source included in the Factiva database, so I used Google with 

the following search criteria: allintext: "cultural appropriation" 

site:www.buzzfeednews.com May 1, 2021 – October 1, 2021. A total of 11 articles 

resulted from the search of Buzzfeed news articles, 2 of which were removed after review 

as they did not actually discuss cultural appropriation (ex. mentioning the term in a 

reference to another article with it in the title). This left me with a total of 16 articles from 

the three sources to work with: seven from The Guardian and The Globe and Mail, and 

nine from Buzzfeed News. 

 

 

 

 

3.2.5.2 Interviews 

I used the semi-structured interview style which allowed me to probe for further 

clarification and explore unique experiences that each participant shared. Those who 

responded with interest in participating were sent a secure videoconferencing link where 

I conducted a semi-structured interview from 30 to 60 minutes in length, depending on 

how much the participant felt like sharing. I asked them to self-identify themselves in terms 

of race/ethnicity/culture and to use whatever terms they felt comfortable with. In this 

Figure 3.1: Factiva search summary for content analysis 
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sense, I either refer to culture, ethnicity, and race when they are relevant or might choose 

one term over the other depending on the responses. I do not collapse data of ethnicities 

into racial groups unless the participant has identified themselves as belonging to a 

particular racial group. This will also eliminate the risk of mis-labelling bi- or multi-racial 

participants.  I completed a total of 11 interviews from December 5, 2020, to April 30, 

2021.   

After the interview, participants were encouraged to reach out to me if anything 

further came to mind that they wanted to share. In response to this, four of the participants 

had forwarded me infographics and news articles that they felt further demonstrated how 

they felt. These sources were considered when analyzing and interpreting the respective 

participants’ interviews by adding external context for their experiences. The interviews 

were transcribed for further analysis. The coding will be discussed in this next section.  

3.2.6 Analysis 

To analyze the data, the news articles were uploaded to NVivo software. 

The articles were coded by themes such as “profiting” or “insufficient credit” to address 

concerns brought up in the articles. I also coded value-laden descriptive words (accused, 

offend, backlash) and performed a query for most frequently used words. I reviewed each 

of the cases to determine if the word was being used to describe an instance of 

appropriation. Social media responses to the events were also included in the articles 

and are used in the analysis for illustrative purposes. Interview coding was done by hand 

(or rather, by my laptop trackpad and word documents). Given that the sample size was 

relatively low, I found it easier and more organic to thematically categorize quotes from 
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participants on my own. I listened to each interview recording twice during analysis while 

following along with the transcript to capture key quotes and messages.  

3.2.7 Theoretical Framework 

In conjunction with the literature review, I use three different theories that also 

inform the analysis of the data. To guide my interpretations of these interviews, I refer to 

the literature on social constructions of reality (Adoni and Mane, 1984; Berger 

and Luckmann, 1967; Brekhus, 2015), critical race theory (Johnson and Enomoto, 2000; 

Lopez, 2011; Murji and Solomos, 2005; Murry, Smith, and Hill, 2001; Yosso, 2005), and 

boundary making (Barth, 1969; Fuchs, 2001; Lamont, Pendergrass, and Pachucki, 2015; 

van Mejil, 2009). I also examine how the participants described their own sense of identity 

and their relationship with their ethnic and/or racial ties (Brekhus, 2015; Huyn and Woo, 

2014; Johnson, 2007; Phinney and Kohatsu, 1997; Prott, 2012; Shelby, 2002). While the 

literature review provides theories more specific to cultural appropriation, these three 

theories provide broader insight on data where cultural appropriation literature is less 

developed. They also influence the way in which I reviewed and interpreted the literature. 

The value and relevance of each of these theories is discussed below. 

Social constructivism acknowledges that multiple realities exist and so everyone’s 

reality is co-constructed through their interactions and environment (Berger 

and Luckmann, 1967). This theory guides my understanding of the ways different people 

that identify with the same ethnicity may hold opposing thoughts on cultural appropriation, 

as well how their shared identity might lead them to express similar thoughts on the 

matter.  
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Critical race theory (CRT) examines power dynamics between different races and 

ethnicities. Often cultures being borrowed from have less power in the space where 

borrowing occurs, and CRT addresses social, political, and historical instances and forms 

of oppression (Daftary, 2020). CRT assists the interpretation of how participants might 

view the appropriators we discuss and how their perception of power inequalities and 

systemic racism affects their response.  Understanding the historical context of 

discrimination against cultural expressions further demonstrates the significance of 

concerns over cultural appropriation. The theory also supports attention to how 

participants position themselves in society in terms of racial privilege and distinguishing 

themselves from other racial and ethnic groups. 

Symbolic boundaries establish the ‘in’ and ‘out’ members of a group and create 

cohesion within the group while differentiating itself from others. Certain elements of an 

ethnic culture can be considered sacred to the members and reserved for their use only 

(or specific authorities within their group). The way in which the participants envision and 

negotiate boundaries of their own culture and other cultures is interpreted using this 

theory. In addition, their sense of belonging and connection to their ethnic identity is 

considered and I interpret the way their sense of identity relates to their boundary work.  

3.2.8 Researcher Positionality 

Interpretive research can also be used to push for social justice for marginalized 

groups (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). Recognizing that the researcher has an influence on 

both the collection and interpretation of data, I will address my positionality. As a half-

Asian, half-White/European Canadian, I have had my heritage mocked and 
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misrepresented and I have also experienced the privilege of often being White-passing. 

My positionality as an ethnic minority may be of advantage with other ethnic minority 

participants as there could be solidarity for perceiving shared experiences of ethnic 

discrimination. My opinion is that cultural appropriation involves power inequities and can 

be exploitative at times, therefore, the interpretive approach fits this research in its effort 

to address these dynamics. With regards to the discourse analysis, I generally tend to 

side with the criticisms of exploitative cultural appropriation. 

3.2.9 Ethics and Considerations 

The research was approved by the Research Ethics Board, REB#20-08-012. 

Participants were provided with contact information to various mental health helplines, 

including culturally specific helplines that they can use for free if the interview was difficult 

for them. They were encouraged to take breaks and free to end participation as needed. 

Recruitment flyer, consent form, and interview guide are provided in Appendix B, C, and 

D, respectively. 
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4 Chapter Four: Findings 

4.1 Media Articles 

The articles used in my media analysis represent how discourses around cultural 

appropriation take shape in the public domain (see Appendix A). There are a couple of 

key features to note. First, the bulk of these conversations centre on celebrities or big 

brand companies. Second, I found the results held an overwhelmingly negative 

connotation of the term cultural appropriation as well as general disapproval for the 

instances reported on. While news articles that do not frame cultural appropriation as a 

negative concept exist, they did not turn up in this search. However, some of the articles 

do provide counterarguments to cultural appropriation criticisms from social media users. 

The articles reported on brands and celebrities that had received attention for 

cultural appropriation. The cultures appropriated from were always marginalized (i.e., not 

White/European). The cultural/ethnic groups appropriated from included Mexican, 

Trinidadian, Black, West Indian, African, Indigenous, and Japanese communities. All but 

four of these articles centered on White celebrities and/or large companies, and two 

provided commentaries on the general public.3 Other ethnic minority celebrities were 

sometimes mentioned to provide further examples of similar incidents but were not the 

focus of the articles.  

 

3 One story was the same between The Guardian and Buzzfeed, both were reporting on Michael B Jordan who 
renamed his rum brand after accusations of cultural appropriation. 
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Authors of these articles often introduce the instance of cultural appropriation and 

discuss the response it has received from the public while combining their own 

disapproval for the instance. According to the articles, legal action was occasionally 

pursued to protect cultural expressions or businesses owned by non-White racialized 

folks. For example, Ellen Durney (2021) wrote for Buzzfeed about a cease-and-desist 

order that Kim Kardashian was served after allegedly attempting to steamroll a minority 

business by trademarking its name as her own.  

In other cases, fans urged others to stop supporting the brands and celebrities 

accused of cultural appropriation. In a Buzzfeed article, a Twitter user was quoted after 

tweeting, “tw racism u guys know even if u don’t think billie eilish is queerbaiting she is 

literally l racist and u shouldn’t support her right?????” (Mohammed, 2021, par. 11). The 

user was demonstrating their frustration with singer Eilish’s success despite the fact that 

others have accused her of racism.  The claims of racism draw on several instances, 

including her unnatural and inconsistent employment of a ‘Blaccent’ and an interview in 

which Eilish compared herself to a cartoon character named Cindy in the show The 

Boondocks. Cindy is a White character best known for her Black-fishing and appropriation 

of Black culture on the show. Other Twitter users quoted throughout the article further 

explain that Cindy’s character is meant to be satirical for Black people to laugh at because 

of her attempts to pass as Black and is a problematic character to relate to (Mohammed, 

2021). 

Despite the acceptance that cultural appropriation can be used to refer to more 

neutral cultural exchange in academia (Mosley and Biernat, 2021; Rogers, 2006; Young, 
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2010; Young and Brunk, 2009), these news articles demonstrate the negative frame with 

which the concept can be presented to the general public. Table 4.1: Negative 

connotation word count in articles provides a tally of how many of the 17 articles used 

words that stemmed from accuse, offend, harm, hurt, backlash, criticism, and problem. 

With NVivo, I had run a word frequency and selected the words I interpreted to have 

negative connotation and verified that these were used by the authors to describe the act 

of cultural appropriation or appropriators. Each article included at least one of the words 

as the author’s description of cultural appropriation.  

Table 4.1: Negative connotation word count in articles 

Root word Number of articles using this word 

(or stemmed words)  

Total # of articles = 16 

Accuse 12 

Backlash 5 

Critic(ism) 10 

Harm OR hurt 7 

Offend 6 

Problem 2 

Words with negative connotations used in the articles and the number of articles that a form of the word 

has appeared in. 
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The third most used word across all articles was Black – or Blackness. The Black 

community is incredibly influential on popular culture. Much “slang” associated with 

younger generations is contrived from Black Vernacular English. It is common to 

appropriate from Black culture and take it to the extreme through posing as a Black person 

or trying to emulate Black features/characteristics, otherwise known as Black-fishing. One 

article shared a quote by author St Clair Detrick-Jules: 

‘I look at the education system here in the United States and it’s clear that 

we have been miseducated about our history, in particular with regards to 

Indigenous and Black history,’... In that context, Detrick-Jules says it’s easy 

to understand why a non-Black woman might think that it’s OK to have 

braids put into her hair. ‘[They] don’t understand that, for us, Black hair is 

Black history. [They] also don’t understand the centuries of real trauma 

Black women have suffered because of our hair and so [a non-Black 

woman] doesn’t understand that, to us, braids or other natural Black 

hairstyles aren’t ‘fashion’. They are history, they are our connection to our 

ancestors – a connection that was deliberately broken by the slave trade – 

they are heritage’ (Elan, 2021). 

Furthermore, a Buzzfeed article reported Amanda Bennett, cofounder of 

Define&Empower’s thoughts on this where she described the fatigue that Black content 

creators experience. She continued, “Unfortunately, many white people who consume 

Black culture have little respect or compassion for the Black people who are producing 

that culture,” (quoted in Onibada, 2021, par. 10). 

Some articles (Bate, 2021; Cao, 2021; Czachor, 2021; Dahir, 2021; Durney, 2021) 

sought to explain the context for cultural appropriation by including the celebrity or brand 

response to the accusations. When appropriators have responded to criticisms it often 

resembles some statement about a commitment to listening and learning from affected 
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groups and clarifying there was no intention of offending. Can good intentions be used as 

a valid excuse for cultural appropriation? According to many Twitter users cited in the 

articles, the short answer is no. An issue raised is how the association with the cultural 

iconography moves away from the original source and is made communal or credited to 

someone who has poached ideas from a culture or minority group. This works to dilute 

the ‘authenticity’ of the cultural expression as it is reproduced by someone detached from 

the source (Rogers, 2006) and misrepresents the origins of the cultural product or 

tradition (Helstosky, 2008). 

In a case where intentions were supposedly good and inspiration from the minority 

culture was overtly stated, Michael B Jordan had named his new rum brand J’OUVERT 

to pay tribute to the start of Caribbean Carnival. Many were quick to point out that Michael 

B Jordan does not have Caribbean heritage, which brought on the criticisms of cultural 

appropriation, prompting even the Ministry of the Attorney General of Trinidad and 

Tobago to urge for the brand to be renamed. In response to the feedback, Michael B 

Jordan announced he is changing the brand name. However, this does not take away 

from the fatigue and toll that was put on Caribbean people and government to call out the 

appropriation and demand change. Figure 4 shows Twitter user @spxcyy’s concern with 

J’OUVERT rum dominating and overtaking the meaning of the important Carnival start. 

This also helps re-illustrate the distinction between race and ethnicity and how those who 

share racialized identity may or may not be able to transgress boundaries. In this case, 

Michael B Jordan identifies as Black (race), but he does not have Caribbean (ethnicity) 

heritage. 
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Figure 4.1: A twitter user shares their frustration about Michael B Jordan’s rum branding. Source: 
Buzzfeed. 

There is some nuanced awareness of the dynamics of power and privilege at play 

in these examples. The articles occasionally included Twitter and Instagram posts from 

the general public to illustrate the tension in navigating cultural appropriation (see Figure 

4.2). While some Twitter users felt the claims of appropriation were trivial and not 

productive, a majority of the authors of the articles and other Twitter users used words 

that indicated a negative connotation associated with cultural appropriation. In the Figure 

4.2 example, Twitter users @Gamesleeps and @diam0ndindaruff are engaged in a 

thread about singer Billie Eillish identifying with a cartoon character known to Black-fish. 

@Gamesleeps dismisses the idea of this as problematic, calling the issue “small” and 

suggests that people focusing on this should ‘get some help’. Another twitter user 
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@diam0ndindaruff explains that the character is for Black people to laugh at because it’s 

meant to be satire of a White person who uses Black culture. 

 

Figure 4.2: Twitter users dispute Billie Eilish’s favourite cartoon character known for Black-
fishing. Source: Buzzfeed. 

The authors of the articles either communicated disapproval through their tone or 

cited anger that came from communities affected. A major concern was the fact that the 

rightful creators or original creators/source of whatever is being borrowed/used do not 

receive any profit or credit. In a case where there is no credit to the original creators, the 

popular icon Addison Rae has made her fame on TikTok by using dances created by 

Black creators with some traditional Black dance styles without crediting them. Dance 

moves are a unique example of cultural appropriation, particularly when they are used in 

rapidly popularized and quickly fading TikTok trends. No permission was given to use the 
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dance routines/choreography and only subtle credit, if any, would be given to the creators 

afterwards (e.g., posting that there was inspiration from another account in the 

comments). She rose to fame and has often held the title of most popular account on the 

App, she has gone on to get acting gigs, singing gigs, brand deals, and appeared on 

Jimmy Fallon. During this appearance, she danced choreography that she appropriated 

from Black creators with no credit to them and with half the energy as the original creators 

presented it with. An apology may not be enough to regain support from fans if the 

offender shows no willingness to be held accountable or compensate the communities or 

original creators. This case also raised questions around whether “good intentions” were 

actually present, as those with good intentions would likely seek to benefit the community.  

Popular culture media effectively problematizes cultural appropriation by framing 

it negatively and reporting on harmful or questionable borrowings of other cultures. It 

appears that anyone can be appropriative (White and non-White racialized people alike), 

but that appropriation is only of concern when it is appropriating from marginalized 

cultures. I use this to help provide context for the interviews with my participants and how 

the media may have affected their understanding of cultural appropriation. In the next 

section I will introduce you to my participants using quotes from their interview data. 

4.2 Participant Profiles 

To familiarize myself with the data, I summarized each interview to create a brief 

profile based on the key points and messages the participants shared with me, using their 

own words as much as possible. Each participant shared with me the ethnic and racial 

groups that they identified with/as. I want to acknowledge and draw attention to the fact 
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that though my participants were able to identify their ethnic background, there are many 

people who may identify as a racial/ethnic minority but may not know the specific region 

from which their ancestors came. It is a privilege to learn about one’s ancestry. Some 

people may not know their cultural roots for various reasons, including no connections to 

biological family or lost lineage through historical erasure. Since participants gave me 

details about their ethnic identity to varying depths, I do not plan to collapse the data or 

label anyone in a way that they did not use to define themselves (ex. if a participant simply 

told me they are Chinese, I will not refer to them as Asian, only Chinese). I will now 

introduce you to my participants, without whom this project would not be possible. The 

participant profiles begin with each participant’s understanding of cultural appropriation 

and their own ethnic identity. In addition, I have carefully selected quotes from the 

interviews to present the interview data and allow readers to get to know the participants 

on a deeper level. Table 4.2: Participant demographic information provides a brief 

overview of participants with their age, gender, and how they identified their ethnicity (both 

gender and ethnicity listed using their own words). 
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Table 4.2 Participant demographic information 

Participant Age Gender Self-identified ethnicity 

Jagvir 27 Male Punjabi (sometimes will say Indian out of convenience) 

Claire 21 Female Mixed-race Canadian, half Black/West-Indian Caribbean and half 
White/Caucasian 

Grace 21 Female Ojibwe (continued to list Anishinaabe, First Nations, and Native 
depending on how specific she wanted to be) and Korean 

Andrew 22 Male Half-Iranian (Syrian, White-passing) 

Yvonne 22 Female South Korean/Korean 

Roberto 23 Male Mexican or Latino 

Bo 32 Male Chinese/East Asian 

Maria 21 Female Mexican 

Gurrat 26 Male Brown, Sikh, Indian 

Jasmine 25 Female Mixed Creole and Kenyan, Black (answer depends on context, often 
forced single selection in surveys leaves her to respond with “Black”, 

or to keep it simple she will say Black). 

Nina 23 Female Black, Jamaican, Chinese 

4.2.1 Jagvir 

“I don't think of it as something that's harmful and violent right away,” Jagvir said 

when asked about what comes to mind for the concept of cultural appropriation. Jagvir is 

a Punjabi man and a first generation Canadian. Though his veganism and mixture of 
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Hindu and Sikh practices sometimes lead others in his community to question his 

“Punjabi-ness”, he feels a strong connection to his ethnic identity, “Punjab is my first 

language… I think in it, but like right now in 2020, for the last four years […] being vegan 

is a part of that as well.” Jagvir discussed different ways people engage with his culture 

and how it makes him feel: 

When I see someone engaging in yoga, the first thing in my mind is I'm 

happy. I'm like, okay, you know, you're trying to get fit, go do it […] The only 

time when I get an issue or whatnot, or whatever, or I raised my eyebrows 

as if, like, I've been to a yoga studio before, just out of sheer curiosity where 

they started off being like, ‘Namaste’ and they had certain music on the 

back. And I'm like, yo, you know, what namaste means my dawg? 

For Jagvir, he described that it is “cool” to hear his language spoken by others, but that it 

felt like they were trying too hard to “produce an authentic Indian space for yoga”. He 

continued: 

[T]hat's not it, you know, you can have Taylor Swift, you can have Metallica 

blasting in the background, as long as it's got you comfortable, and you do 

yoga however you want. […T]he reason I bring that up is like when I see 

[…] someone just like saying they're gonna go do yoga or whatnot. Like 

right away, […] It’s safe for me to assume they're not doing yoga, the same 

way it would be done in a... it's yoga in a non-Indian setting, in a non in a 

non-Indian context. 

While he mentioned he is happy to see Punjabi culture engaged with, he shares his 

frustration in the way it has been represented, “what it means to be Punjabi has been… 

is beyond bastardized.” Jagvir made it clear that engaging with a culture includes 

connecting with and understanding the history. He said he called himself a gatekeeper in 

this sense: 
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I'll be that gatekeeper and say, dawg, like our culture is not just about eating 

the food and listening to the music. It's understanding why our food is the 

way it is and understanding why our music and why our actions are the way 

they are. It's like, you have to know why people behave the way they 

behave. You can't just do it because that's… that's the way that culture is! 

Nah, there’s reasons behind that… 

As for food, butter chicken invoked a strong reaction from Jagvir. He describes it as a 

Western and colonial food that contrasts Punjabi values: 

I hate butter chicken […] not because it's [not] vegan […] or anything like 

that, but it's just like, this dish has come to me to symbolize my culture so 

much specifically being Punjabi to the point where it's like it like I think that 

actually literally offends me more than anything else in terms of cultural 

appropriation was because... it's like there's no such thing as butter chicken 

in India, it's not a dish. It's a complete westernized concept […] it's a very 

colonial food. 

He used this as an opportunity to also critique members of his own culture who make 

butter chicken for contributing to the idea that it is an Indian dish:  

It's like […] when you make a version to try to placate or to, I guess, to sell 

to a Canadian community or any kind of like non-Punjabi community, it's 

like, yes, you have a fusion cuisine or whatever it might be. But a lot of 

authentic and meanings behind it are… they're being erased. You can feel 

empowered through it. But ultimately, […] whatever you're producing has 

very little to do with the origins of it. 

Jagvir articulated where the annoyance comes from, both with his own community and 

other non-Punjabi people who engage with it.  

Like it is annoying to see not that someone's consuming a part of the culture 

or something but the whatever they're consuming, they're getting a very 

bastardized version of what it is. And those assumptions somehow, 

someway are going to end up pissing me off through interaction alone, 

where if they talk to me about the culture, or if I see it in media, if I see it in 
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my environment, I'll be like, okay, that's not my culture, that's not my culture 

at all. But there's also an annoyance with my own community on trying to 

define their place and I guess a Canadian society where whatever they're 

producing, and saying is, is Punjabi and saying is my culture, I disagree with 

completely.  

He also discussed the swastika and how Hitler and White supremacists made the symbol 

about hate. Now many people associate it with anti-Semitism and hatred, making it a part 

of his culture that he cannot proudly display or engage with since the connotation of it has 

changed.   

[It] is difficult even to have that conversation. Having said that, by continuing 

to associate with a symbol of hate, and ignoring when someone like me 

says, “yo, that's a part of my religion, it means peace” […] But like, do you 

want that hate filled the stupid nonsensical meaning that's like, you know, 

continually appropriated and just stolen from us by White supremacists and 

a bunch of other hateful people? Or do you want to listen to people like me 

that tell you […] this is a symbol of peace? 

He notes that judgment of cultural appropriation very much depends on people’s social 

locations. He will not say something often when observing potential instances of cultural 

appropriation because he likes to give the benefit of the doubt and he uses his experience 

with mental illness to empathize that some people do not have the intention to do harm 

or are more fragile when being called out – when he does speak up, he has a one-on-

one and refers to it as “calling someone in”. Black people receive less harsh judgment 

from Jagvir, he says, “immediately, I assume they're more familiar with the stuff (referring 

to cultural awareness),” and recognizes they also “experience their own unique 

oppressions”. 
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Sometimes the annoyance is not just with the cultural appropriator, but in fact with 

the level of attention that these instances get. For example, Justin Trudeau’s use of 

Brown-face in his Arabian Nights costume was an “obnoxious reminder” of this type of 

“bastardization” of Jagvir’s culture. More importantly, though, he wants people to 

recognize it is a luxury to have those discussions and debates on it. He understands and 

believes they are important to have but they should not take priority over seemingly larger 

and more directly violent forms of racism. 

4.2.2 Claire 

Claire is half White and half Jamaican. She describes her identity as something 

she has to “balance”. Claire highlights the way multiracial people – particularly White 

mixed people – negotiate the privileges and oppressions tied to their mixed identities: 

I'm very much half Black, and I, I'm Black, like first... like, it's not like I'm 

like.... Yeah, like, I'm Black. And I consider myself Black. But I recognize 

that I'm light skinned. And that there's a privilege that comes with that, with 

being half White. […] I think both of them are very significant. I feel like being 

Black is more significant. Because […] even when you're half Black, you're 

still Black, like, and you still like experience, like racism, and cultural 

appropriation because of that.  

Thinking of cultural appropriation, she said power imbalances almost immediately come 

to mind and she believes it only applies to appropriation of marginalized cultures because 

White cultures hold power in our environments: 

Cultural appropriation lends to these, like, power imbalances. […] I don't 

really know how much like, you could take from say, like, White culture 

because we live in like a White supremacist society. […] It’s something that 

happens when someone who is not part of a particular culture adopts, like, 
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mannerisms or practices that are, like, I guess conducive to that particular 

culture in which they're trying to like, like, replicate, I guess, and like they 

adopt them as their own. Which could, like, be offensive. 

Claire feels annoyed when reflecting on seeing Black hairstyles (braids) worn by non-

Black people, she avoids putting too much thought into it: 

Non-Black people […] wear braids like that, or have worn braids like that, or 

like, Black-fishing and stuff like that. So, like, that stuff is just, it's like, stupid 

to me. […] It just feels stupid. It's like, why are you doing that? It just doesn't 

make sense to me. And it doesn't necessarily, I don't know if-... It has made 

me angry. If I've really like thought about it, it could make me really angry. 

But I really just don't try to engage much in it a lot of the time because it 

does make me angry. 

She finds it tiring to educate others or to try to get them to change their ways. It is 

particularly unsettling when people that she knows engage in cultural appropriation: 

You just shouldn't do it. And it's kind of tiring, also, because […] I don't 

necessarily want to tell someone like to change their ways or whatever. […] 

it hits home, like, when it's someone that I know, like, I know, a girl who like 

was wearing braids, and like, I didn't say anything, because it's just like, 

tiring, right? 

Claire recalled an instance of a 10-year-old White girl on a basketball team her sister 

coaches who got braids to match her sister, she felt the intention made the difference and 

she was glad that she saw her Black sister as a role model despite initially feeling 

skeptical: 

My first instinct was like, oh, like, that's... she's White. Like, she probably 

shouldn't be doing that. But then my sister actually found it like really 

touching because, yeah, I feel like that's her role model. And she just wants 

to be like her. And I think that's the difference was that it was that intention? 

It was like, I love this girl so much that I just want to be like her, and I'm 
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going to appreciate her. And she's also a kid, right? Like, she doesn't have 

any like ill intentions. 

When assessing adults who appropriate, she has attempted conversations with 

appropriators or followed up on celebrity accusations to evaluate their responses. She 

shared that what “bothers” her a lot is the prevalence of Eurocentric beauty standards 

and the use of Black art, fashion, features that doesn’t credit Black cultures. She 

describes the way that White women, like beauty mogul Kylie Jenner, profit from Black 

aesthetics: 

Like, the thought that like, you know, like the beauty standard right now is 

largely based on Black attributes with like, the big lips, skinny waist or big 

thighs, big hips, like, brown skin. Like that all comes from Black people and 

like, um, yeah, it’s just like, I don’t think it’s right. 

She felt determining if something is appropriation or not depended more on who was 

doing it and what their intentions were, as opposed to what specifically was being done. 

However, she added, “no matter what your intentions are, I think there are certain things 

like as someone who’s not Black, you shouldn’t do.” The conversation shifted after this 

point, but later Claire mentioned uses of someone else’s culture as a costume as an 

example of what not to do because it is “disrespectful and there is no excuse”. When it 

comes to understanding appropriating other cultures, she uses social media discourse 

(particularly, Black Twitter, an informal virtual community for Black people on Twitter), to 

navigate her stance. She shared, “I can't make those assumptions without listening to the 

culture in which it's actually impacting.”  
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4.2.3 Grace  

Grace identifies as Native and Korean. Her sense of identity has changed 

throughout her life. She says she didn’t ‘feel’ Native when she was younger but has come 

to realize she had tried to dismiss her identities as result of racism (both internalized and 

as a way to protect herself from it). This change happened more after attending university. 

She now feels proud and confident about being Native and Korean and she wants to 

protect the cultures: 

[B]ecause of racism like, everywhere (laughs), I would definitely be like, 

"okay, maybe I don't feel like I'm Native" or whatever […] but now, I do. I 

think that also played like a big role in how I like deal with those things now. 

I'm more like proud of them (her cultures) and more want to protect them? 

When asked about her understanding of cultural appropriation, she shared she felt it 

meant “unethical borrowing” and “benefiting from” another culture. Particularly if: 

…that culture was, like, persecuted for doing whatever practice or like, 

hairstyle or whatever. And then like someone who is not from that, like, 

profits off of it.  

She talked about smudging (the act of burning sage) and dream catchers as important 

symbols of her culture and her discomfort with seeing others engage with these. Seeing 

tattoos of dreamcatchers, or moccasins, beaded jewelry, and dreamcatchers being sold 

for “really cheap” and were “not made by Indigenous people” made her feel: 

…definitely uncomfortable. And usually, like, I think, in the past, I would be 

like, that is kind of awkward, but whatever I let it slide, but I think now I'm 

like more outspoken about it, and I don't like it. 



 

 

66 

 

After observing appropriation done by someone she doesn’t know well, she might share 

stories on Instagram to educate widely/broadly. When she does know the person, she 

tries to privately reach out and let them know it’s “not cool.” She’s brought her concerns 

of cultural appropriation and exploitation to the attention of a corporation that she 

described as a “very White space”. In response, “they were kind of like, ‘yeah, okay, 

whatever’ and that didn't change anything”. The lack of action and education from the 

company frustrated Grace: 

It was just really frustrating because that was an example where they make 

like, literally millions of dollars a year, and they're on like, stolen land. And 

then we had a training about like, the wildlife and I was like, "what, like 

Native group lives here?" and they were like, "They're nomadic. So, no one 

really lives here." But they fully like, stole it from like, a specific group of 

people who like just like, it was just, it was really bad. 

Bringing up cultural appropriation causes anxiety for Grace because of the confrontation 

and sensitive topic, but she feels worse not speaking up: 

It makes people really uncomfortable to be called out. And, yeah, I try. I 

don't know it's like, it sucks to be like... I don't want to hurt their feelings 

when they've already like hurt your feelings. […] I feel like really 

uncomfortable for sure. Like it makes me like really, like nervous and like 

I'm a really anxious person. It's like, it's hard to, like, say that and I feel like 

really awkward. But I feel worse like not saying anything. 

Grace encourages thoughtful and appreciative engagement, which is possible 

when engaging with:  

[T]hings that aren't […] associated with like ceremony or sacred [elements]. 

Like when people buy like earrings, or moccasins or things like that, when 

they buy them from, like, actual, like Native people who made them, and 

like, pay them. I think that's like, fine, and it actually like supports the people 
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in their businesses or whatever. […] I think like, it's good when people 

support, like, Native authors, and like, like I said, like, people who do crafts 

and stuff. And like, if they go to movies, or like, go to PowWows and like, 

spend money, I think that's really good, because it supports people. But I 

think that's more of a form of appreciation. 

In terms of media representation, Grace felt that she is happy to see more Asian 

representation in films and shows, “they're getting their roles, like it's awesome,” but is 

frustrated by the fact that, “it's always like someone like Japanese playing someone like 

Korean.” She pointed out that Disney tends to make characters of colour “seem like you're 

a fake, or you're like, imaginary” and it “dehumanizes like anyone adjacent to that too, 

because it's like, well, I kind of made you up and already don't really think your real”. For 

example, in the movie Moana “they just kind of like combine like Maori stuff and like 

Polynesians and I don't know, it's just like… why'd you do that?".  

She also experiences people trying to prove something to her or others about their 

connection to a culture when appropriating (“My family just found out we have Metis roots” 

or “My wife is Metis!!!”). She said, 

I just think like another thing that's really important for this is like, to realize 

like, the harm that can come from like, taking things and like making them 

seem not real, and it can kind of like be dehumanizing […] and then that 

contributes to […] violence against certain groups. So, like, people who go 

as like sexy Pocahontas or whatever, for Halloween, then that makes […] 

Native women seem oversexualized and […] also not real [...]. [I]f you 

dehumanize something enough and like objectify it enough, it makes it 

easier to perpetrate like harm and […] violence and there's already like, a 

missing and murdered Indigenous women [(MMIW)] crisis in like Canada. 

Grace explained that seemingly little things like jokes, Halloween costumes, inaccurate 

representations in media, etc. lead to dehumanizing of ethnic minorities and makes it 
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easier for others to disrespect, kill, and ignore them – specifically Indigenous people, 

especially when considering the MMIW crisis. 

4.2.4 Andrew 

Andrew is half-Iranian and considers himself “White-passing”. Andrew described 

appropriation as the “opposite” of appreciation. He shared that exploitation is what 

distinguishes the two, “I think what makes the difference between you appreciating it and 

you appropriating it would be exploitation.” He gave the example that if McDonald’s was 

“making shawarmas on a mass scale” just for “profitable gain” it would be appropriation. 

However, if someone was “opening an individual place or restaurant”, then that would be 

appreciation. 

Making “mass profits” off of someone else’s culture or having bad “intent” behind 

the engagement is where Andrew draws the line. He discussed how people often mis-

classify something as appropriation when it is just for “enjoyment”: 

If there's good intent behind it, then it's, it shouldn't be a problem ever, in 

my opinion. […] There's so many examples of, like, cultural appropriation, 

where, you know, someone is thinking that person appropriating it, and that 

person is just, like, enjoying it, being a fan of it, and sharing it even. […] 

There's a scale at some point where it passes it that you're no longer just 

appreciating it. You're, you're now appropriating it, you've taken something 

of someone else's, you've made it your own and now you're... you're above 

and replacing... I guess. 

His mother has strongly influenced his view that it is more beneficial to gain perspective 

from others and “pick and choose” what you like from various cultures and religions, 
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whatever resonates with you, and so long as you have “good intentions” and are “not 

exploitative” it is acceptable: 

And you don't have to pick one way, or one religion or one culture and just 

say, I'm putting all my chips in. [My mother] took what she liked about that 

religion. And she left what she didn't. And she's done that with more than 

one religion and culture. She takes the positive aspects from it, and leaves 

what isn't. So, I feel like that's important to do. And it helps you see things 

from every perspective. 

When it comes to assessing an instance of cultural appropriation, Andrew “want[s] people 

to examine the sincerity of it.” He feels that if people are enjoying a culture, it should 

cause the members to be appreciative of it as it sustains the cultural traditions: 

I think if there's good intention, or you know, the person is simply just 

enjoying an aspect of your culture. I think you should be appreciative of it. 

Because that's how that stuff continues, right? If no one appreciates your 

culture, then it's gonna, it's gonna die out. It's gonna, it's gonna cease to be 

practiced, or continued. 

4.2.5 Yvonne4 

Yvonne is a South Korean immigrant who moved to Canada with her family as a 

child. She lives in what she describes to be a very Korean household and felt her identity 

was mixed since she engages with both Korean and Canadian culture. Growing up, she 

adjusted herself to fit in at school by packing “White lunches” and feeling very aware that 

there was a visible and cultural difference between herself and her classmates. She had 

difficulty coming up with ways she has seen other people appropriate or engage with her 

 

4 The audio file for this interview (Yvonne) was damaged and could not be used. This profile is based on notes I 
took during the interview, including specific terms and quotes I had recorded. 
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culture. She feels the main connections are through K-pop, which she felt was more 

surface level and was not something that is really “borrowed” (more just engaged with), 

so she had no comments.  

She has a couple non-Korean friends who are interested in learning more about 

her culture and will ask her about how to appropriately engage with it (how to make/eat 

the food, customs, language, etc.) and this makes her very happy. Yvonne highlighted 

that it seems when White people engage with something Asian it is seen as “cool” and 

“cultured”, but when someone Asian does it its considered “weird” and “foreign”. For 

example, she was mocked by her roommates in university for making Korean food and 

then avoided making it or eating it around those roommates in the future. Later, she saw 

those same roommates posting photos from a Korean restaurant and ordering similar 

things. She felt annoyed that her culture was not accepted and then was only appreciated 

when it seemed “trendy”.  

She also feels instances like this put a burden on her to educate her roommates 

or others and feeling the need to explain herself/justify her engagement with her own 

culture. When it comes to her own experience with appropriation, she could not readily 

come up with concrete examples. Instead, she noted that she engages with people of 

many different cultures. When assessing cultural appropriation of other cultures, she will 

ask her friends that identify with it if it is offensive. Her response to appropriation is to 

remain silent and avoid confrontation. 
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4.2.6 Roberto  

Roberto was born in Mexico and has lived in Canada for almost 10 years, with 

frequent trips to return to Mexico. Seeing non-Mexicans in America/Canada celebrate 

Cinco de Mayo made him cringe, as he sensed they did not know about the true history. 

He said it has been so commercialized, mainly used as a way to make profits and exploit 

Mexican culture: 

The first thing that comes to mind when I think of [cultural appropriation] is 

Cinco de Mayo [and] the Americans celebrating Cinco de Mayo and then 

kind of their whole ignorance over it. […] Cinco de Mayo is really an 

insignificant day in Mexico. […] US companies […] sold a lot of like tequila 

and Mexican candy, things like that, just because […] so, they kind of took 

that event to sell like Mexican products, because, you know, like, in the US, 

capitalism is pretty much behind most of their holidays. 

When he first came to Canada and people were asking if he was excited for it, he felt like 

a “bad Mexican” for not knowing one of the important holidays. Then, he learned more 

about the day and how it’s celebrated here and had a “whole feeling of disgust towards 

the ignorance” about the misconceptions North Americans had about it. He used to feel 

more annoyed by the celebrations but has changed his stance to appreciating recognition 

and the positive energy associated with his culture, even though Cinco de Mayo might be 

misrepresented: 

Now, like I don't really take it personally, like, I'm just happy that that they at 

least recognize my culture and like, you know, like, it provokes positive 

feelings. At the beginning, like, it was more negative feelings. Then you just 

learn to live with it and embrace it. Because like, it's not good to foster 

negative emotions. Like, I'm not going to change the mindset of billions of 

people and hundreds of millions, in the US, Europe, etc. So, like, if you can't 

beat them, join them. 



 

 

72 

 

Roberto believes firmly in respect, repeating the term many times. He notes that he has 

felt “insulted” and “triggered” many times by appropriation in the past, but he says when 

he feels this, “I'll try to forget about it. Because it's not good to hang on to those negative 

emotions”. Along with this, he is not offended by Halloween costumes that depict 

stereotypes of Mexicans or Mayan culture and he felt this was a consensus of other 

Mexicans: 

Every time that we see somebody use any Mexican vestment, whether it be 

mariachi hats, mariachi outfit, a Mayan feather hat […] the first reaction of 

all the Mexicans is happiness. It's joy. It's, it's the fact that they like the, uh... 

The general consensus is they like the fact that the other people like their 

culture as well. […] If I saw somebody dressed like that, like a little kid like 

I'd honestly be really happy. If there was a college student like is mentioned, 

um... Honestly, I’d still be happy as long as you know, like, he wasn't like, 

being ignorant about it. 

When he does observe appropriation that bothers him, he vents with others, typically 

friends that are also Mexican, about his frustration and they support each other.  

When it comes to borrowing from other cultures, he sees it as a natural product of 

globalization “available mostly to middle and upper class”. He considers those who 

borrow from other cultures to likely be lacking in their own: 

A lot of times the places that culturally appropriate is the places without a 

sense of culture itself. […] Imagine that like, everybody was triggered about 

like, "You can't use my culture, my cultures myself, like you're hogging your 

culture." That's just going back like that's, like 10 steps backwards, like Cold 

War era, where the US enclosed itself off from the rest of the world, 

everybody wants to keep to themselves. Like there was no sharing. It was 

like if we're moving as a society that's global. Like, let's accept the fact that 

there are different cultures and that we like aspects of different cultures. 
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[F]or me, it's going back to the 50s. Like, that's when people like, it was like 

us and them, here's a border and like, this is the limit. Let's not do it. Now, 

with globalization, that line is not as prevalent. And if we want to keep 

advancing, those are more like diverse and global scenario, then like, we 

need to accept the mishmash of cultures. 

4.2.7 Bo 

Bo is an international student from China and first heard of cultural 

appropriation after coming to Canada to study. He understands it as a term used to 

critique adoption of something from others’ cultures and notes that the concept is quite 

Western: 

I know like people use the term to refer to sort of like adoptions of something 

from others' cultures. Before I came to Canada, I had never, ever […] heard 

of it. So, I think this is a concept created in in the West, I guess, maybe in 

North America. 

Bo reflects on the difficulty to distinguish between appreciation and appropriation 

“because culture itself is always an ongoing project in which people are collectively 

defining what it is.” He shared an instance of seeing Black-face in one of China’s annual 

Spring Festival Galas and questioned who was starting debates about how China may 

be promoting racism: 

I'm not Black […] I'm not qualified to judge if it is a cultural appropriation. 

What I'm interested in is more like, who is paying attention to this and to 

who is promoting this discourse? Who is problematizing this kind of 

phenomenon? As far as I know, I feel its White people who just take the 

initiative to review […] cultural misrepresentation in the […] Spring Festival 

Gala. At least, I mean, it is those media in the West, led by White people 

who talk about it. So, what does that mean? It means to tell if something is 

a form of cultural appropriation is not the goal. Using these Black-faces in 

the gala, as a means to promote sort of like anti-China movement is the 
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purpose […] But this whole thing just could just divert people's attention to 

more serious social problems in the West. 

He reminds that people who criticize the borrowing of other cultural elements don’t always 

know the significance of what is being borrowed, again pointing out that much of the 

debate comes from the West. When discussing the media coverage of a White woman 

wearing a sexualized version of an Áo Dài (without pants), Bo had questions about the 

criticisms: 

Did it start by Vietnamese people? Did it start by a Vietnamese women? Did 

it start by Vietnamese women living in Vietnam? Or living in the West? Did 

it start by Vietnamese women who wear Áo Dài in her everyday life? Did it 

start by a Vietnamese woman receiving education in the West, or did it start 

or promoted and talked by White men or White women? This topic is more 

popular in North America or in Vietnam? So, when I just look at these, the 

example, I just feel this kind of question just hit in my mind. As far as I see, 

who has the most enthusiasm towards this issue, it seems like they are 

White people or Vietnamese people living in the West, at least? They are 

not people wear Áo Dài. They are not people who really understand and 

appreciate the beauty of Áo Dài in Vietnam. 

Bo expressed that while the concept of cultural appropriation may lead us to recognize 

“some inequality embodied in the process of like, how we use others culture”, he 

ultimately feels it is something created to maintain White hegemony. He elaborated on 

this: 

The game of cultural appropriation, including the criticism around this notion 

is sort of like a new invention for White hegemony. Basically, White 

hegemony cannot be continued, maintained, without [a] mechanism of 

quality critiquing itself, right? So, the White hegemony [...] continuously 

invent[s] different conceptual games, to make people busy. They invent 

virus games, that seemingly calling for justice, equality to make people busy 

with playing with these games. They can no longer maintain their 
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domination by still like conquering the world or killing people. So, they invent 

this kind of game to portray themselves as intellectually and morally good 

... superior!  

Bo understands harm can come from cultural appropriation and 

misrepresentations; however, he is more skeptical of who is problematizing it and 

drawing attention to the concept as it seems to serve as a distraction from larger 

social issues. 

4.2.8 Maria  

Maria identifies as Mexican and was born and raised in Mexico before moving to 

Canada to study. She feels that her Mexican identity is more prominent in Canada 

because it differentiates her, “the first thing I’m usually telling them is I'm from Mexico, 

you know, I have that culture”. She defines cultural appropriation as “when somebody you 

know, another culture, you know, takes, like, a certain symbol of a culture and like, uses 

it like in Halloween or like, sort of things like that”. She spoke of understanding cultural 

appropriation as a spectrum, which she uses to assess different instances: 

Like, I have a certain like, spectrum I have, like, some things are okay. And 

then it comes a point where it's like, like a stereotype and trying to fit in, you 

know? […] there's a spectrum of, you know, when it's like really bad and 

when it's okay. 

Maria considers things on the “really bad” side of the spectrum to be when someone 

degrades or reduces a culture, especially through over-sexualization in Halloween 

costumes: 

When you start to see like the slutty versions of a culture, when you start to 

see like, slutty mariachi, slutty saris, you know, other slutty versions of it on 
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Halloween, […] degrading a culture to like, I don't know, showing like half of 

your butt like, […] fetishizing like, making it like sexy. Like, that's not the 

culture itself, you know, taking something and making it your own. And it 

looks tacky. I don't know. I feel like lots of people will be triggered. 

She also added the dimension of money. There is a difference when people buy from 

small businesses and profits go back to supporting that culture. It can mean more when 

someone takes the time to go and visit Mexico and support local businesses, though she 

acknowledges this excludes people who cannot afford to travel or pay a premium for 

authentic items: 

[P]eople going to like Cancun […] you know that they're supporting the 

businesses, you know, they were there, […] they're educating themselves, 

or they're not back home buying something from like, Walmart buying 

something from Amazon. […] But wait! I know, it can be kind of like, it's hard 

to say, because not everybody has, you know, the money to actually go to 

Mexico. So, then it starts to be about privilege, right? Who has the privilege 

to go? 

She discussed seeing her friends dress as Latinas/Mexicans for Halloween, “it looked like 

something that was like, bought like, you know, like at a commercial store. So, like, in 

some sort of way, you're not supporting any Mexican business”. Seeing this made her 

feel uncomfortable, however a friend of hers, also from Mexico, felt she was 

“overexaggerating” the harm of the costumes. 

When it comes to observing appropriation of other cultures, she asks her friends 

that identify with those cultures about their feelings so she can gain perspective, or she 

will look online at different platforms at what people from the community affected 

say. Seeing traditional headdresses of Indigenous groups from the Great Plains region 
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worn to music festivals made her “really uncomfortable” and seeing someone do Black-

face, she said, “I was mad”.  Maria turns to her friends to vent her frustrations when seeing 

offensive adaptions of hers or another culture. She also will post educational content on 

her social media in hopes that the appropriators will see it. She believes it is important to 

assess intent and accuracy of appropriation: 

It's a lot about the person that's wearing it, like, do they support like actual 

businesses? Are they supporting people? Are they actually representing the 

culture as accurately as possible, not just like, what they see in movies?  

Maria also mentioned that when White people appropriate her or another culture it is more 

triggering and upsetting:  

I just feel like whenever its White people doing it, it's like, 10 times worse. 

[…] I don't think it's against White people […] But it's just more triggering, 

you know? 

4.2.9 Gurrat  

Gurrat describes himself as Brown, and a combination of Sikh and Buddhist. He 

demonstrates the way identity can be fluid and changing and says he identifies with 

Sikhism less and less. When asked about cultural appropriation, he is “pretty sure it just 

means you're treated differently because of your skin color”. 

He felt that he saw people misusing Sikh religion and creating their own 

interpretations which he did not feel represented him or resonated with him which caused 

him to distance himself, “I learned more that people are actually… they're not... they're 

kind of making up their own stuff.” Gurrat shared experiences about cultural appropriation 

that seemed to align more with overt racist remarks from classmates; he told me of a time 
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he wore a turban when he was younger and “some guy like ripped it off when I was in 

kindergarten”. He said he did not feel offended when his friends made racist jokes, and 

he would often join and joke with them, only because he knew they were joking. He has 

had to tell his friends on occasion to calm down with their jokes, and he feels it is less of 

a concern if the friends are also Brown, “If like someone's Brown and they do it like it's a 

lot less, you know. You know, obviously, if someone's White, and they're saying 

something, then it's a lot more…” Sometimes the jokes with friends offended 

others overhearing the conversation.   

He describes himself as more passive and does not try to respond to racist things 

because he feels it is a waste of his time: 

I'm a passive person. I just don't care. You know, I think like, I could spend 

all the energy in the world trying to change their opinion. But I think it's a 

waste of time because it's so hard to do that. You know, it's not worth my 

time. 

When Gurrat saw a White man wearing a turban and other Indian clothes, it crossed his 

mind to question whether the guy was mocking the religion as a joke, but then he felt it 

was genuine and appreciated seeing that. He feels that sometimes seeing outsiders 

engage with his culture seems even more genuine than the insiders because they are 

going out of their way to learn and participate: 

I thought it was interesting. Like, I, I wasn't like, offended or anything. I just 

thought it was I was like, interesting. I think this is, this is cool. […] But it did 

cross my mind like, “Is this guy just trolling? Is he just doing this for jokes or 

something?” that crossed my mind. But for the most part, I thought it was 

like genuine, you know, just ‘cause like I was like, someone actually like, 
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you know, it takes a lot of courage, you know, to wear that, you know, wear 

a turban and the whole get up you know, Indian get up. 

Living in a global village, Gurrat doesn’t see a problem with borrowing from other 

cultures since we are exposed to other cultures so much. He feels that if something 

resonates with you and has true meaning to you, then it is up to you to decide if it is 

appropriate or not – regardless of whether other people will be offended: 

They don't always need to be deep into the roots, you know? And can 

even… most people nowadays, you know, most people believe in like 

multiple religions, you know, most people are agnostic. […] And there's 

some people who might take it to offense, right? But it's up to you, you 

decide that's where… that can be said for anything you say as well. 

Everyone interprets it differently […] cultural appropriation or 

misappropriation or whatever you want to call it… a lot of people see it as a 

bad thing. But I think like, there's also like a diversity element to be 

celebrated with, it, you know, be like, okay, you know, we're getting a lot 

more diverse, we're taking things from other cultures, we're all you know, 

we're not really tied down, we have the freedom to, to express ourselves, 

you know 

4.2.10 Jasmine 

Jasmine is a permanent resident of Canada, born in Kenya and identifies as 

mixed between Creole and Kenyan. Cultural appropriation holds a negative connotation 

for Jasmine. She attributes harm in some form to cultural appropriation, but is clear that 

there is not always malintent: 

I think in its like most simplified term, it's taking elements of another culture 

that, you know, you have no association with and, and like using it. I very 

much think of it like personally is using it in a disrespectful way. And that's 

any way from knowing those people in that culture don't like it when I use 

that, too. Even if they do like it, even if they don't care, like I'm profiting off 

this aspect of their culture when I know that they're the people from that 
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background are often made fun of for this thing that I'm taking from them. 

So, in my head, because it gets complicated and online has lots of opinions 

about cultural appropriation, I attribute harm - and harm specifically not 

malice -because I think you can do harm without intent. 

When asked about things specific to her culture, she mentioned braids and how she feels 

more herself in braids. She pointed out that it does not bother her when her Black 

Canadian friends wear braids, but she notices a disconnect between the way they are 

worn here versus in Kenya (wigs are for older women, cornrows are for younger, etc.): 

And I kind of associated more with being Kenyan than being Black. Because 

my like Black friends from Canada. Yes, they'll put their hair in braids, and I 

have no issues with them, putting them in braids, obviously. But they wear 

like, weaves and wigs a lot more than I do. And it's not that people in Kenya 

don't do that. It's just that like, especially when you're like a younger 

person… braids is kind of, like more ubiquitous than it is here. 

She also mentioned the Maasai markets in Kenya, which sell a variety of 

cultural artisan goods (beads, sculptures, baskets). She notes that she wears African 

clothes on occasions but recognizes that they come from more West Africa area and that 

the rest of Africa has sort of adopted the styles and textiles (wax cloth, for example) from 

Nigeria. Jasmine would prefer that White women do not wear braids but does not 

think that the ones who do it will care or listen, so she has accepted it and just laughs at 

it and thinks it looks bad, “When I see White girls with braids, honestly, before even like 

any, like, anger and stuff, I just find it funny”. She says it has become a joke among her 

and other Black women, giving advice as a joke to White women on what braids to get 

(recommending microbraids - the most painful ones): 
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So, I see the TikToks around, like the Black side of TikTok where it’s like, 

“girls, for all my White girls who want to try to braid. The best one, the best 

starter braids are called micro braids, and you need to get them done by an 

African braider. They are the best thing to start with.” And all the comments 

are just Black girls saying “Yeah, yeah,” but like laughing like, because we're 

all in on the joke. Because micro braids are like, the worst - like microbraids 

are kind of the worst braids for your hair, even for Black hair, like they looked 

really good. But your hair, you have to be careful because your hair could 

break from them. 

The debate about dreadlocks does bother her because people tend to argue that their 

culture has dreadlocks, too, despite the style of dreadlocks being completely different, “it 

annoys me because, because they equate those dreadlocks with our dreadlocks and 

those dreadlocks have to do with matted kind of dirty hair. It gives bad connotation to 

dreadlocks for us.” 

 She feels “defeated” on the topic; she feels like she has more energy to 

support other communities and cultures (e.g., critiquing Anthropologie for their “Native” 

inspired products and Orientalism). She will support those who speak up but does not 

feel it’s her place to speak for them. She feels more discouraged about appropriation of 

her culture, and referenced AAVE, because she feels that Black culture has been taken 

from and exploited so much and is so instrumental in shaping pop culture that everyone 

sees it as communal and will participate in it: 

It’s so instrumental to like shaping regular culture, like pop culture, that 

everyone's going to participate in it. […] And honestly, I think I'm just 

defeated. (Laughs). Like, I don't care about fighting it. Because even when 

they do take AAVE, it's very obvious, this is something that you don't speak. 
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The instances that bother her the most is when something of Black culture is accepted 

for others while Black people are insulted for it: 

The only time that it really bothers me is when I see it's being accepted but 

then other Black people are still being like insulted for it. So, like, I mean, 

for example, like the Instagram ‘bod’ […] and face… has taken a lot of like 

Black features. And that's become popular, right? […] I don't really care 

about it but then when I see even like a Black celebrity, not like a big 

celebrity, but like a Black famous person, get insulted for their looks... But 

it's stuff that I build up my body with compliments. That's when I'm like, mad. 

Because of the lack of representation for Black people, she feels that people are overly 

critical of the use of Black iconography. For example, she pointed out that people called 

Black is King unrealistic, meanwhile they praised Game of Thrones5. Jasmine reminded 

that sometimes things have to be pan-African, because people were removed from and 

denied knowledge of their history/ancestry and they are simply trying to reconnect: 

And like, is it, is it unrealistic? Yeah. But like people are unrealistic, because 

we have, you know, if they could have like Game of Thrones, like, leave this 

then. You know what I mean? Like, so we felt good. And then we see a 

couple pieces, and we're like, I feel like people were trying to convince us 

not to like it. And it's like, not even Africans. It's like African Americans like 

criticizing her (referring to Beyoncé for Black is King) on our behalf. 

“[I]t's hard to come up with appreciation. But I think that has more to do with the fact that 

not that they there's not ways to do it right, it’s that there are very few examples of ways 

to do it right,” she explained. It is incredibly important that marginalized communities and 

 

5 Black is King is a visual album film inspired by the remake of The Lion King and directed by Beyonce. It received 
polarized reviews, with some critiquing it as an inaccurate and overly pan-African representation. Jasmine contrasts 
this to Game of Thrones, which has predominantly White cast and portrays a fictional medieval fantasy that is not 
expected to be accurate and therefore does not face the same criticisms. 
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individuals are compensated appropriately, and that giving acknowledgement is not 

enough: 

The most important and it's like, who's getting paid, who's getting 

compensated? I don't care about the performer. I think it's very performative 

to have the like, ‘I acknowledge that it comes from this community.’  

She points out the problem of mistaking a part for a whole – assuming that one 

person of colour (POC) represents the views of all others, she thinks it’s good to listen to 

the voice of those affected but that people who she sees making shallow critiques tend 

to be White left-leaning people, “the people who were saying that tended to be like, really 

like lefty, White people”. Jasmine is cautious about labelling things as appropriation so as 

not to discourage cultural exchange and believes being overprotective will marginalize a 

culture further:  

I also feel weird when people get very, like, protective over like stuff, 

because it kind of makes marginalized people's culture an artifact […] 

everyone else's group evolved, but they can't evolve. 

4.2.11 Nina 

Nina is a mixed Jamaican and Chinese first generation Canadian. She 

understands cultural appropriation to be “someone who is not of the culture or ethnicity, 

taking something from it and using it for their own personal gain, whether that be 

aesthetically like through style, or just through misinterpretations of it to fit them”. Her 

family actively works to involve their friends in cultural celebrations and events, like the 

Chinese 100-day celebration for a baby. When she thinks of other people borrowing from 
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her cultures, she thinks of clothing and traditional Asian dresses and hair and music from 

Jamaica/the Caribbean: 

From the Asian culture is usually the dresses that they would wear and stuff. 

A lot of the times, they are more only worn during like formal ceremonies 

and stuff, or just like, parties. And then like, in the Jamaican culture, it's more 

so just like hairstyles, I guess you would say, and the music people listen 

to. But that's more of just like, with the… like, most Caribbean people would 

have the same ones too. 

She says it is bizarre to see people use elements from her cultures and it can be offensive 

if they are not educated or willing to learn about the history. She used the term ‘culture 

vultures’, which refers to someone who steals from other cultures (without learning or 

appreciating, or with intent to exploit or solely seek personal gain): 

Sometimes it can be offensive, too, if the person is not educated, or not 

willing to learn about where it comes from, and the other culture. So, people, 

for instance, that a lot of people our age referred to as like culture vultures, 

where they literally just go steal something that they like, and don't learn or 

bother to educate or take advice at all actually, like, those ones are more 

offensive.  

To determine if someone is thoughtfully borrowing/engaging, she will start conversations 

with them to learn about how they came to choose the style they are wearing, for 

example. She has been told herself that she shouldn’t wear Chinese dresses by people 

who did not know she was Chinese: 

And he would put us in, like, traditional Chinese clothing. So, I'd be in a 

dress, my brothers would be in like pants or whatever. And they would post 

pictures on Facebook or wherever, at the time, and people would see them 

when we would go back to school, or I would want to wear it if like – ‘cause 

I thought it was really pretty as a kid - to school. And then people would be 



 

 

85 

 

like, “oh,” like, “you shouldn't wear that, blah, blah, blah,” like, “it's not yours.” 

Just because they might not know my dad or whatever. 

She sees Carnival (a Caribbean festival) to be a fun and respectful way to engage with 

Jamaican culture. Nina mentioned a highly debated photo of Adele in Bantu knots at 

Carnival – she felt this was more appreciative because by being at the festival Adele 

showed she is open to learning and engaging with the community. Education and 

willingness to be educated is essential: 

When it comes to appropriating, like the fine line between appropriating and 

appreciating, it's just, it's… the main thing is like education, and willingness 

to learn and knowledge of what you're doing. Like to just take something as 

your own and have it because you think it's cool, or it's, it's better than 

anything that your culture has is basically just colonization. You're just 

taking it and it's now yours. But to actively learn and try and educate yourself 

and be aware of what it means for whatever is going on. And respectfully 

doing it too. As well as taking feedback is like, it's hard for a lot of people to 

do because no one ever wants to really admit they're wrong or admit that 

they don't know. But it's essential. I feel like… I feel like that's like a very big 

difference between appreciating and appropriating. 

Several themes emerged from the interviews, the most emphasis was put on (1) profit 

and exploitation, (2) globalization, (3) intention, (4) discomfort, (5) fatigue, and (6) gender 

and sexualization. These will be discussed and compared to the media analysis in the 

next chapter. 
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5 Chapter Five: Interpretation and Discussion 

Concerns from the participants in this research echoed those brought up in the 

media articles: profit/exploitation, globalization, discomfort, fatigue, and intention. 

However, participants added the dimension of gender and sexualization (see Figure 5.1). 

These dimensions both clarified and complicated the participant’s interpretations of 

cultural appropriation. 

                    

Figure 5.1: Cultural appropriation concerns from interviews 

5.1 Profit, Exploitation, and Compensation 

Two key differences between appropriation and appreciation for my participants 

were (1) compensation versus exploitation and (2) intent, education, or willingness to 

learn. The latter will be discussed in subsection 5.3 labelled Intention. A major concern 

for participants – as well as the media article authors – is the question of who profits from 

appropriation (see Figure 5.2), and how might it be exploitative? For Andrew, the key to 

distinguishing appropriation from appreciation was exploitation. Jasmine is less bothered 

by borrowing of cultural elements so long as the proper sources are credited and 
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compensated. Maria, Andrew, Grace, Jagvir, and Roberto all felt frustration with large 

corporations profiting from a marginalized culture while doing nothing to support that 

culture. A consequence involved taking away potential profits and financial gain from the 

people of the community. Research on cultural exploitation of Indigenous cultures in 

Guatemala demonstrates this, as many local and international communities have profited 

from their weaving designs and iconography (Figueroa, 2021).  These companies not only 

incorporated cultural expressions from an Indigenous group without consent but are also 

now their competition in the market which challenges the livelihood of the Indigenous 

weavers (Figueroa, 2021, pg. 1019). Claire, Yvonne, and Grace all mentioned White 

celebrities who take roles away from BIPOC6 actors in films by portraying a minority or 

celebrities like Taylor Lautner who profit off ethnicized aesthetics or stories. Concerns 

over profit from cultural expressions and aesthetics grew as the scale of profits grew.  

 

6 BIPOC is an acronym for Black, Indigenous, and/or People of Colour. It is an umbrella term to refer to racialized 
and ethnic minorities. 
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These comments align with Roger’s (2006) second type of appropriation, cultural 

exploitation. As discussed in the literature, cultural exploitation is when a dominant culture 

takes from a minority culture. There was a clear desire to see proper acknowledgement 

and compensation. Instead, participants are used to seeing their culture commodified by 

others, including other members of their cultural group. It remains difficult to prevent the 

commodification or exploitation of traditional cultural expressions as the conventional 

Western intellectual property laws do not protect them (Figueroa, 2021; Jasazi, 2017). 

Developments in intellectual property laws tend to benefit corporations and use criteria 

that traditional cultural expressions cannot fit (e.g., no identifiable author or authors) 

It's good when people support, like, 
Native authors, and like, like I said, like, 
people who do crafts and stuff. And like, 

if they go to movies, or like, go to 
PowWows and like, spend money, I 
think that's really good, because it 

supports people. -Grace

The whole fashion industry could be 
extremely racist. [...] The status float 

phenomenon is really interesting, 
because it doesn't just talk about like, 

the appropriation of like, races. [...] 
Yeah, like that goes back to like the 
power imbalances in society. -Claire

I think the Kardashians... that's just like, 
like Black-fishing [...] I do not like that. 
Because you are like, profiting off of 

that, because that's not what you look 
like. [...] And especially hair, so many 
Black women are like, killed or just so 

many things, like discriminated against, 
in like work for those things. And then 

[the Kardashians] have literally so much 
money for doing that. -Grace

Like are you mass producing something 
for profitable gain, like, you know 
[unclear]... McDonald's... [unclear] 

making shawarmas on mass scale, it's 
not even close just for like, profitable, 

you know what I mean?  -Andrew

So then they kind of took that the 
events to sell like Mexican products, 
because, you know, like, in the US 

capitalism […] is pretty much behind all 
of their holidays. -Roberto

Because in some sort of way you're 
supporting it and you're wearing 

something that's actually authentic. 
You're not getting something from 

Walmart, you're not getting something 
from Party City, you're not getting 
something that's like, massively 

produced to a certain like stereotype on 
Amazon, you know? -Maria

I don't subscribe to capitalism, but 
capitalism subscribes to me. So, like, 
because of that fact, I care less about, 
like intent and all that stuff, and I care 
more about material benefit. So, like, 

the artists are getting paid? […] So, any 
instances that I can think of as being 
beneficial is when the person is being 
paid and being paid fairly. -Jasmine

Figure 5.2: Participant quotes about profit and exploitation. 
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(Figueroa, 2021; Grad, 2003). Therefore, marginalized cultures and deep-rooted cultural 

traditions and symbols are vulnerable to exploitation. Participants express their 

awareness of this susceptibility: they experience it and witness it with their own cultures. 

 Alongside resistance to and discomfort with other aspects of appropriation, for 

some participants if compensation was given, then the act of appropriation was more 

acceptable and potentially appreciative. Jasmine gave the example of a hypothetical 

White woman who travels to Jamaica and gets her hair braided in a local salon. Concerns 

of privilege, intention, and aesthetics aside, the woman has compensated Jamaican 

people for their labour. This made the idea of a White woman in braids more palatable for 

Jasmine.  

As Jasmine also noted, she is forced to participate in capitalism. In a capitalist 

society many people must commodify their own cultural expressions to make profits and 

survive (Petronoti, 2010; Rogers, 2006). Yinka Shonibare, a British-Nigerian artist, is 

quoted in an article for The Guardian speaking of artists, “Economically, it’s actually 

profitable to be as exotic as possible,” (Jones, 2021, par. 9). Alas, even compensating 

members of the cultural group does not truly free them from vulnerability to exploitation 

as the cultural good itself has already been commodified. One study revealed how some 

African women living in Athens felt alienated from their culture when braiding non-Black 

women’s hair in their salons but would do so for the sake of the business (Petronoti, 2010, 

pg. 140). As majority of the participants explained – if the money is to be spent on 

appropriating a cultural good, it is best that the profit goes back into that cultural 

community. 
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5.2 Globalization 

While acknowledging the way that cultures are constantly being redefined and hold 

different meanings among its members, it is also important to consider the way external 

forces shape a culture. Some scholars have shifted from the “orthodox Bourdieusian 

interpretations of categories in markets for symbolic goods as ‘weapons’ in positional 

struggles for power” (Beljean, Chong, and Lamont, 2015, pg. 44). Instead, perhaps with 

lesser emphasis on power dynamics as there ought to be, categories can be seen as 

‘coordination devices’ between market participants” (Beljean, Chong, and Lamont, 2015, 

pg. 44). It’s possible these categories of cultural goods and expressions can be used to 

coordinate between consumers from other backgrounds and find commonality and 

enjoyment in sharing their products in a global market. Gaupp (2020) references 

international performing arts festivals as sites rife with exposures to other cultures, where 

events and displays are curated with the intent to introduce audiences to specifically non-

Western/non-Eurocentric art.    

Participants also emphasized, with varying levels of concern, the way globalization 

and the internet have facilitated cultural appropriation. Gurrat felt that the influence of 

other cultures on each of us is inevitable, “…now we live in a global village. You know, 

like, so we have access to everything, […] anything that you see, you know, impacts you.” 

Roberto agrees that moving forward, it is likely we will become even more exposed to 

other cultures and should stay respectful, “let's accept the fact that there are different 

cultures and that we like aspects of different cultures. Let's not be dicks about it, or like 

assholes, and like, disrespect them.” As cited earlier, Flera provides a definition of 
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multiculturalism that names diversity as an “integral component of society” (Flera, 1994, 

pg. 26), something that cannot be achieved without globalization, immigration, and 

exchanges between different communities.  

Andrew discussed during our interview that cultural appropriation might be 

necessary to ensure that a marginalized culture does not “die out”; as long as it is not 

exploitative, it might be beneficial. Helstosky (2008) explains Andrew’s concern by 

demonstrating the way a culture’s traditions can fade and lose connection to its original 

meaning through the ‘pizza effect’. In this case, the pizza many of us know and love now 

was met with resistance by Italians because it was a departure from the original dish 

(more of a flat bread with minimal toppings) and it threatened the authenticity of their 

traditional dish. The questionable authenticity of pizza as we know it aside, this 

transformation also achieves some of what Andrew envisions by bringing people together 

through food and the origins are still credited to Italian culture. 

5.3 Intention 

On an individual level, participants were concerned with whether others 

understood the meaning behind what they were engaging with. They wanted to see that 

those engaging with their culture had educated themselves on it, or at the very least were 

open and willing to get educated. This was useful to assess the intention behind 

borrowing. It can be difficult to assess another person’s awareness of the culture and 

connections to members of it. For example, as mentioned in the literature review, there 

are many people who present or pass as culturally ambiguous. Hooks (2015) identifies a 

common motive for cultural appropriation as a desire to appear as ‘exotic’ or add ‘spice’ 
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to Whiteness, which does not guarantee an understanding of the cultural element being 

used. 

Jasmine shared a story about her White boyfriend wearing African print masks 

throughout the pandemic. She had purchased them as a gift for him from an African artist. 

The masks were made by an African person, the profits went towards compensating them 

for their work, and they were given to a White man from his girlfriend Jasmine, an African 

woman. Despite all of this, she and her boyfriend had to discuss what it may look like to 

others when he wears these masks, especially when he went places on his own. Were 

people staring at him wondering why he was sporting African prints? Did people assume 

he did not know where the prints originated from? We can imagine these kinds of 

questions for other scenarios and questions that might pop up in response to observing 

cross-cultural engagement. Were those beaded earrings bought from an Indigenous 

artist? Who was the inspiration for this young White girl to get a Black hairstyle? Is she 

aware of the discrimination a young Black girl might go through for having the same 

hairstyle? 

Intention can also include that they simply enjoyed the look, which is something 

that Gordon (2018) defends for the sake of freedom of expression and participation. This 

can be interpreted as flattery to some; for example, Roberto felt outsiders wearing 

Mariachi vestments “means they like us”. Arya (2021) also describes potential to see it as 

empowering, especially when your cultural good or expression appears highly valuable 

to others, however, this does not change the fact that a cultural expression has been 

commodified. Intention does not change impact. As discussed earlier in this section, both 
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Buzzfeed and The Guardian published an article about Michael B Jordan’s rum brand 

which was initially named J’OUVERT. In this case, the famed actor claimed he intended 

to celebrate and appreciate the beginning of Caribbean Carnival. Regardless of the intent 

to flatter Caribbean people, Michael B Jordan was going to profit off a term that 

symbolized something important for Caribbean people without consulting Caribbean 

communities or indicating that they would receive compensation or other benefits for their 

influence.  

In some cases, it is clearer that the person who is appropriating did not educate 

themselves. For example, someone who wears any style of traditional headdresses of 

Indigenous groups from the Great Plains region to a music festival – regardless of whether 

the person wearing it is Indigenous – contrasts the meaning and importance of the 

headdress. In other cases, it is more difficult to determine, for example the young White 

girl wearing braids (Claire’s example). Ultimately, it is too difficult to judge someone’s 

intentions and awareness unless you discuss it with them. There are many ways these 

discussions take place, and many reasons that they might not take place at all. I discuss 

these examples in the next section. 

5.4 Discomfort and Fatigue 

Discomfort and fatigue came from seeing their cultures appropriated, educating 

others about their culture, and confronting others about acts of appropriation. In response 

to cultural appropriation, the participants repeated two terms: uncomfortable and 

exhausting (or tiring). Nobody wanted to feel like they were interrogating another person 

for engaging with their culture, and they did not want to act as gatekeepers of their culture 
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either. They are trying to protect it and share it, but they are tired of being mocked. It can 

be daunting, dangerous, and discouraging to confront people appropriating your own 

culture, which is why many participants avoided attempts to address the appropriators on 

the matter. 

Many reasons these discussions don’t take place include fatigue, avoidance of 

confrontation, and lack of support/safe space. The majority of the participants were not 

comfortable with confrontation and avoided responding directly to any occurrences. 

Anderson (2015) identifies the social dynamics that make calling out these issues 

burdensome, specifically for marginalized people navigating White spaces. His article 

“The White Space” (2015) demonstrates how non-White racialized people are seen to 

have less moral authority, which allows those who cause them harm to commit acts of 

racism with little to no repercussions. Racism is so commonplace that it is seen as 

inevitable and the victims must navigate whether the incidents they face are worth the 

trouble of confrontation (Anderson, 2015, pg. 15).  

When participants decided it was best not to confront someone, they confide in 

friends to vent their frustrations, often using humour to cope with the frustration. Humour 

is a well-known coping mechanism in response to stress, anxiety, and trauma often used 

by people who have experienced discrimination and racism (Dixon, 2021; Dokis, 2007; 

Rutchick, 2013). Jasmine and Claire both shared how social media like Twitter and TikTok 

provided virtual space for a Black collective community to critique appropriation and joke 

about it.  
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After seeing their culture disrespected many times and borrowed from in 

questionable ways, many felt defeated. Fatigue is a common consequence of 

experiencing racism (Hartlep and Ball, 2020; Winters, 2020). They often did not engage 

or confront the appropriator if they judged the person to be unwilling to change. They felt 

the burden of educating others coupled with the feeling that they were likely not going to 

be able to make a change made the task of confronting someone incredibly unappealing 

and frustrating.  

For those who do confront others, it was often in cases where they felt the other 

person might be willing to change, there was a safe space to discuss it, or that the issue 

was disrespectful/frequent enough that they felt more uncomfortable staying silent. I’d like 

to briefly note the role that social media seemed to play for participants in navigating the 

topic. While they are likely to encounter more instances of appropriation online, social 

media platforms allowed participants to feel empowered through sharing educational 

content. It gave them the ability to learn from and connect with cultures; they found 

solidarity and comfort in online communities, and it was a more comfortable medium to 

start difficult discussions with others on (as opposed to in person). One method of less 

direct confrontation was through sharing educational content on social media in hopes 

that it would inspire people to reflect and further educate themselves. Some spaces on 

social media felt safer for participants to discuss and post these things – for this, Claire 

referenced Black Twitter, where she knew she would be supported by those who read 

her content. Social media is a medium also used to have one-on-one conversations, 
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where participants have replied directly to offensive posts to privately address their 

concerns.  

Both in person and online conversations were usually started with questions for 

the appropriator. Participants wanted to give people the opportunity to demonstrate they 

are educated on the topic. Questions varied from things like, “Do you know the meaning 

behind what you’re wearing?” to “I’m wondering if you’ve heard about the debates on 

this?”. Starting the conversations made participants anxious because the responses are 

often not as receptive. Grace worked for a large company in western Canada that sold 

non-Indigenous made moccasins, dream catchers, and other Indigenous inspired 

products. The company wanted to name a new development after Pocahontas. When 

she brought up her concerns about not supporting Indigenous people and the real story 

of Pocahontas, she was met with a condescending tone and was asked where she was 

attending university. Grace persisted and tried to provide context on Pocahontas, to which 

the company representative replied, “No, it’s literally a Disney movie. Have you ever seen 

it?”. Evidently, speaking up can be incredibly frustrating, thankless, and ineffective.  

It is often a burden placed on ethnic minorities to educate others and advocate for 

themselves with no compensation for their efforts or the emotional impact and no promise 

of real change from others. This is why most participants did not choose to respond to 

instances of cultural appropriation. Jasmine felt there were so many instances that it 

would be impossible to speak up about all of them, she also felt that Black culture has 

been taken from so much and is so influential to pop culture that she does not have energy 

to defend her culture anymore. She feels more compelled to support other ethnicized 
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communities than her own when it comes to calling out cultural appropriation because 

she feels there is more hope to keep those cultures from erasure and felt she experienced 

less fatigue. 

Claire felt a sense of relief and gratitude when a White friend proved to be an ally 

by questioning a mutual White friend of theirs for her choice in Black hairstyle. 

Appreciation for allies that speak up on these instances was a common theme among 

participants, yet few of them were comfortable with doing this as they felt it was not their 

place to speak for other cultures. Instead, they worked on amplifying the voices of those 

affected.  

Roberto shared the old saying with me, “If you can’t beat them, join them!” He used 

this to describe how he eventually came to participate in the Canadian celebrations of 

Cinco de Mayo, despite his initial frustration with it mentioned before. He felt that instead 

of dwelling on the negative, he would rather have a good time as well. I connect this to 

Petronoti’s (2010) study of African braiders in Greece that found the braiders were proud 

of their adaptability to produce and influence what Greek people thought was an authentic 

African space. Roberto’s participation in Canadian Cinco de Mayo celebrations can 

reinforce the belief that Cinco de Mayo is a legitimate celebration; however, his 

celebrations will work to create the narrative of what an authentic celebration looks like. 

Tensions can arise between members of a culture depending on their response to 

appropriation as well. For example, Roberto chose to embrace and accept some 

misconceptions about Cinco de Mayo while Jagvir was angered with other Punjabi and 

Indian folks for reinforcing butter chicken as a traditional dish. These disagreements 
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further demonstrate diversity within how non-White racialized people navigate different 

aspects of the issue. 

5.5 Gender and Sexualization 

One difference in interpretations of and feelings towards cultural appropriation was 

gender. Gender of appropriator influenced how they were critiqued. Women and self-

identified LGBTQ+ participants highlighted sexualization and fetishization of non-White 

ethnicized women as a consequence of cultural appropriation by other women. Women 

who appropriated from ethnic minority groups often posed an extra threat in their actions 

by portraying a highly sexualized image of another culture or using another cultures 

iconography/aesthetic to appeal to existing fetishes. Referring to Arya (2021) and hooks’ 

(2015) criticisms, using aesthetics of the ethnic ‘other’ is a tactic adapted by White women 

to appear ‘exotic’ and ‘exciting’.  

To use Grace’s example of women going as ‘sexy Pocahontas’ for Halloween, this 

perpetuates a mystified and highly sexualized image of Indigenous women, reducing 

them to a fetish and contributing to the MMIW crisis in Canada. Grace’s example 

resembles O’Dell’s (2016) evaluation of Halloween costumes depicting Indigenous 

women and her findings that they are oversexualized. Nina and her parents have 

discussed sexualizing Geishas with Halloween costumes as something people should 

never do, “I also kind of believe that that should be off limits, because that just perpetuates 

the idea that like Asian women are like sexual entities.” Nina and Grace described 

oversexualization of their ethnic identities with specific connections to costumes. Claire 

revealed seeing that sexualized media representation of light-skin Black women and 
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Black-fishing have left her to question her own identity. At one point she asked herself if 

she must portray herself as sexy in order to be a valid and seen light-skin woman. These 

participant’s lived experiences emphasize the importance of combatting the fetishization 

of non-White racialized women and recognizing its role in sustaining heteronormative 

racialized gender inequalities (Holmes, 2016; O’Dell, 2016; Stacey and Forbes, 2021; 

Uchida, 1998; Zheng, 2016). 

5.6 Evaluating Borrowing 

There are a range of contemporary uncertainties around cultural appropriation, 

from how to define it, to how harmful it might be. The uncertainties can stem from a 

number of things, including members of an ethnic group disagreeing on the meanings of 

their own symbols and traditions. In addition, globalization and the internet increase 

cultural exchange and perhaps this diminishes the necessity to acknowledge sources. 

Outsiders of a group also attempt to regulate how to engage with other cultures. 

Participants reflected these tensions in their answers.  

Three women who identified as Black shared different views on Black hairstyles 

being worn by others. For Claire, she felt it was not okay for non-Black women to wear 

Black hairstyles. For Jasmine, it was more dependent on who gets compensated and paid 

for braiding the hair. Her hair is a strong part of her identity, “I feel more like myself in 

braids than I do without, and I have no issue with my hair […] that's something I heavily 

associate with my identity”. Though she feels anger at times when seeing “White girls 

with braids honestly, before even like any, like, anger and stuff, I just find it funny”. The 
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humour was a tactic she felt came from fatigue. Nina on the other hand did not appear to 

feel as strongly about non-Black women wearing braids:  

A hot topic is people think braids a lot of the time should be off limits to [non-

Black] people. But I'm a little bit more open minded to those ones. So long 

as they're kind of just aware of like, the history of braids in particular. 

Most of the non-Black women felt they would stay away from Black hairstyles to avoid 

cultural appropriation and did not think it was okay for other non-Black women to wear. 

Conversely, most of the men I interviewed felt that Black braids were okay to wear – none 

of the men identified as Black. One participant said of braids, “I don't see a problem with 

it, you know, I think like as like, it's like, it's part of our, like, culture now, too”; this illustrates 

how Black culture is frequently taken from and becomes part of popular culture (Drake 

and Henderson, 2020; Flynn, 2011; Moore and Neal, 2011; Stevens, 2021). Jasmine 

shows the other side of this comment,  

But I also think part of the reason I feel that way is a lot of aspects of Black 

culture have become more communal, like more people are allowed to take 

from it. And I feel there is something problematic about that. But it's like 

AAVE is taken from all the time and it’s just considered regular slang all the 

time. And honestly, I think I'm just defeated. 

Nina also shares this sentiment, as she told me: 

I feel like right now, like in our time, like cultural appropriation is - especially 

of like Black cultures - is just like so normalized that we don't really realize 

it. Because it's very easy for a celebrity to take something from a Black 

culture and then rename it, and then it's now whatever they call it. And for it 

to just be normalized and for us to just kind of get desensitized to it.  
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This same idea can be found in the Buzzfeed article “So Much Modern Slang Is AAVE. 

Here’s How Language Appropriation Erases The Influence Of Black Culture” by Sydnee 

Thompson (2021). Thompson explains that appropriation of Black culture is so common 

that it often goes unrecognized, especially when non-Black celebrities or viral sensations 

“reach for caricatures of low-wage Black workers when they desire edgy yet superficial 

makeovers” (Thompson, 2021, par. 7). AAVE, or BVE, is often miscredited to be the new 

slang of younger generations like Millennials and Generation Z and this works to erase 

the deep-rooted history of the terms in Black communities. Taking from Beljean, Chong, 

and Lamont’s (2015) work on evaluation and valuation in cultural production, individuals 

work with cultural products to coproduce their value and meaning. This helps to better 

understand how the use of Black cultural products by non-Black individuals overwrites 

the narratives held in Black communities. Shifting narratives of cultural products and 

expressions can challenge the self-concepts that non-White racialized people hold to 

navigate and present their identities.    

Lamont (2009) criticizes Bourdieu’s focus on behaviour to maximize self-interest 

by suggesting additional dimensions to consider such as an individual’s understanding of 

emotional consequences. This is evident in my participant’s answers as their concern is 

not just with themselves and the representation of themselves but with the overall benefit 

of a marginalized community. Several participants noted they felt more inclined to support 

protection of cultural expressions for other non-White racialized cultures than for their 

own. Their hesitancy to appropriate from other cultures demonstrated how they consider 
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the emotional and economic consequences for others, as well as how they apply an 

evaluative lens to separate instances. 

The subjective experiences of the evaluators are important, just as they learn to 

consider the subjective experience of those they are evaluating. Varying interpretations 

by members and non-members of a culture influence how people evaluate the meaning 

of cultural products (Beljean, Chong, and Lamont, 2015). Valuation of a cultural product 

is also influenced by the value given to it by other consumers and sellers in local or global 

markets. Through discriminatory cultural expressions, outsiders influence the value of 

that cultural product. If the value is diminished, it then affects how someone might 

evaluate the engagement with it. For many participants, it was very insulting to see others 

be praised for the very thing they themselves had been discriminated against for and 

these examples reminded them of racial privileges they are denied. As I discuss in the 

next sections, indicators of social location helped participants evaluate instances of 

cultural appropriation on a case-by-case basis. 

5.6.1 Social Location 

Similar to the media articles, most of the participants viewed cultural appropriation 

as the opposite of cultural appreciation, suggesting that using the term appropriation 

indicates some form of harm or disrespect. The cultures that were discussed as the 

subject of appropriation were all ethnically/racially marginalized, or what this study would 

labels as ‘ethnic minorities’. Participants described how social location and identity can 

impact the way they or others may evaluate cultural appropriation. This included 

race/ethnicity, nationality, class, and age. 
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5.6.1.1 Race/Ethnicity 

When looking at race and ethnicity, there was a general sense that it is a potentially 

hurtful topic or more complex when White people appropriate their cultures. This is 

because within Canada the dominant group is White and therefore, they hold more power 

and privilege. Whiteness entitles itself to take from others without considering the 

consequences and without facing consequences that non-White racialized people face 

for practicing the same behaviour (Broady, Todd, and Darity, 2018; Eberhardt and 

Freeman, 2015; Kleisath, 2014; Lancefield, Ziff, and Rao, 1998). The majority of media 

articles selected for this study had a White instigator. Five participants indicated that 

White people misusing or misrepresenting their culture is more triggering.  

This was communicated by explaining that it’s assumed that other ethnic minorities 

have a shared experience of being marginalized, and therefore are given the benefit of 

the doubt (Jagvir and Gurrat); or participants mentioned White colonizers specifically in 

their examples of appropriation (Jasmine and Roberto). Additionally, many real life and 

hypothetical examples shared by participants started with “if/when a White person”. This 

could be because they see White people appropriate the most, or as Claire shared that 

she feels cultural appropriation of a dominant group is not possible since the term 

references power imbalances for her. Maria said, “I just feel like whenever it's White 

people doing it, it's like, 10 times worse,” and Jagvir shared, “[…] people with the privilege 

of White superiority or White supremacy, […] they don't need to worry about, like, whose 

culture they're engaging with and what it does to that community”. 
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Assessing an instance of appropriation is more complex when cultural ambiguity 

is at play. This is something that several mixed-race participants noted. On one hand, 

someone may identify with a culture, though they do not appear to be a member. On the 

other, some may claim membership to a group based on distant ancestry. Or perhaps 

someone is an identifiable member of a group, but they do not feel connected to it or 

engage with it. This is an occurrence that Grace brought up, with people sharing the 

fraction of how Indigenous they had discovered they were (through DNA ethnicity tests 

like Ancestry.com and 123andMe) with her in order to justify their use of sacred cultural 

practices or elements. There have been many research papers on White claims to 

Indigeneity – in some cases called ‘Pretendians’ – where White people will either falsely 

claim Indigenous ancestry or will rely on a very distant Indigenous ancestor so they can 

feel entitled to sacred practices and rewrite the narrative of what it means to be 

Indigenous (Leroux, 2019; McManus, 2020; Walajahi and Hull, 2019). Nina shared, “most 

people just assume that like, I'm probably Black mixed with something else, but we don't 

look Asian enough for people to assume that we have Asian ethnicity in us”. When she 

was younger, people at school confronted her about pictures on Facebook where she is 

wearing traditional Chinese dresses. They did not know that she is Chinese. 

5.6.1.2 Nationality 

Jasmine and Maria also both made comments that indicated differences between 

African Africans and African Canadians and Mexican Mexicans and Mexican Canadians, 

implying there was a disconnect between Canadian born ethnic minorities’ understanding 

of different culturally significant elements. On this topic Jasmine shared, “Because I 
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always feel a little bit of a disconnect, because there's a difference between being, like a 

Black American and a Black Canadian and being African, like an African immigrant 

family”. Non-White racialized foreign-born families and individuals are often subject to an 

added layer of discrimination than non-White racialized native-born Canadians (Vang and 

Chang, 2019; Veit and Thijsen, 2021). Furthermore, Wilkes and Wu (2019) found that 

varying levels of discrimination both mediated and disrupted relationships and trust 

between immigrant groups and native-born minorities. 

Three participants (Jasmine, Bo, and Jagvir) indicated concern about who is calling 

out cultural appropriation. One participant was uncomfortable with cultural appropriation 

as a concept – since it is very Western, and he is more interested in who is creating these 

debates as he has noticed it is mostly White people. He added that he felt it may be a 

way to distract from other issues of racism and pass themselves off as morally superior 

to others. Another participant shared this observation noting that “White liberals” and 

North American-born Africans were making criticisms of African representations that went 

beyond hers and she was confused. Globalization expands the ability to appropriate other 

cultures at the same time as it may encourage others to feel entitled to speak for other 

cultures, particularly White/Western individuals speaking on behalf of ethnic others. 

5.6.1.3 Class 

Class was mentioned by Roberto and Maria. Roberto noted that cultural exchange, 

which may lend itself to instances of appropriation, is more prominent nowadays because 

of globalization and the internet which is widely available to upper- and middle-class 

people. Maria mentioned that while she appreciates when others engage with Mexican 
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culture by visiting Mexico and purchasing goods from local sellers, this also denies 

enjoyment of participation to those who cannot afford to travel or purchase local goods. 

C. Michael Hall (2010) elaborates on this economic exclusion of lower class or lower 

income individuals. Budget airlines and ‘social tourism’ are meant to extend travel and 

tourism to those who could not initially afford it as a means of preventative healthcare and 

attempt at equity (Hall, 2010, pg. 35). Despite this, only 2-3% of the world’s population 

was engaging in international air travel in 2006 (Hall, 2010, pg. 35) and travel/tourism 

remains unaffordable and inaccessible to many people.  

Those who hold higher economic status or celebrity status might find it easier to 

appropriate from and exploit other cultures, but receive harsher criticism from Jasmine, 

Claire, and Jagvir. Similar to several participant’s notes about appropriation by White 

people being more triggering due to their White privilege, economic privilege was 

identified as another shield from accountability and consequences. Particularly upsetting 

was the assumption that members of the upper class can likely afford to support 

marginalized communities but instead only exploit their culture for profit (see section 5.1 

Profit, Exploitation, and Compensation).  

5.6.1.4 Age 

Age also appeared to be a factor that participants considered. There is an 

expectation that children have little to no malintent. Claire iterates this point when she 

describes a 10-year-old White girl who wore Black braids as a tribute to her role model, 

her Black basketball coach (Claire’s sister), “it's hard to even assume that she would have 

ill intentions - she's a child.” Adults are expected to be more aware of cultural sensitivity, 
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though there is no definitive age for this distinction. Maria discussed the way she may 

have engaged in cultural appropriation when wearing traditional Japanese clothing as a 

young child, something she reflects on to this day. The clothes were made by Japanese 

artists and local sellers in Japan but knowing what she does now as an adult, she is not 

sure if she would feel comfortable wearing them today. There is a nuance of societal rules 

with children. Children are seen as innocent because of their youth (Goff et al, 2014; 

Heins, 2007) and are more easily forgiven/given the benefit of the doubt as they are being 

socialized and are not expected to consider heavier or more complex topics such as 

racism (Betz, Kayser, and Abendschön, 2017). 

According to Ting-Toomey (2005), cultural identity is something children learn in 

their early years and this identity conceptualization continues throughout life. Non-White 

racialized children are often questioned about their cultural background, while White 

children (in America) often are not made to “notice the importance of [their] cultural 

membership badge” unless they travel overseas (Ting-Toomey, 2005, pg. 214). Given 

that non-White racialized children are exposed to racism and can conceptualize their 

ethnicity in their identity formation, White children are capable of learning about racism 

and how to respectfully engage with other cultures. White children are seen as more 

childlike and innocent (Goff et al, 2014), which makes it more likely for others to excuse 

their appropriation of non-White racialized cultures and more likely for them to continue it 

as adults. 
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5.6.2 Fluidity and Inconsistencies 

Just as identities can be fluid (Lamont and Swidler, 2014), opinions, perspectives, 

and thoughts on cultural appropriation are not concrete, making it impossible to create a 

definitive line between appropriation and appreciation. I asked each participant if there 

was anything from their cultures completely off limits. Blackface, smudging (burning 

sage), Halloween costumes, and Black braids were some of the responses, but they were 

not completely agreed upon by all participants. The short list illustrates the need for 

context before properly determining if something is appropriation and how perspective 

may change. At the same time that one participant shared that Black braids on a White 

person were never okay, she had mixed feelings (that eventually became positive) about 

a young White girl getting them after seeing the participant’s older sister wear them, 

especially because it captured her sister’s importance as a role model. 

Cultures are constantly being redefined by the members within it; traditions may 

change, and languages may evolve (Arya, 2021; Matthes, 2018). This is something 

Jasmine and Bo were both very aware of. Bo finds it difficult to define his own culture, 

“because culture itself is always an ongoing project in which people are collectively 

defining what it is”. Likewise, Jasmine sees culture as “malleable”, and since not everyone 

will adapt and adjust the same way, it is evident that members of a group will have a 

range of feelings about their culture being borrowed from or represented in certain ways.  

Some participants even felt the need to criticize or re-evaluate the way other 

members of their culture represented it. For instance, Jagvir was disappointed with others 

in the Punjabi and Indian community for Westernizing the cuisine to include butter 
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chicken. Butter chicken is not advertised as a fusion cuisine, but it is possible that it is 

both a Westernized version of a Punjabi dish and an evolution of Punjabi culture. Gurrat 

discussed disagreements he had about understanding Sikhism with his parents, and he 

felt that sometimes White people who converted to it were truer in their beliefs since they 

had gone out of their way to join the religion. Gurrat’s parents’ potential misrepresentation 

of Sikh values can be used to understand Lamont and Swidler’s (2014) understanding of 

self-contradictions as a means of demonstrating complexity of an issue. As mentioned in 

the subsection Nationality Bo, Jasmine, and Maria all made distinctions between North 

American born ethnic minorities versus people living in non-White racialized countries. I 

feel this also works to illustrate that there are multiple versions of a culture that will grow 

organically or through other contexts of mobilization. 

For Nina, ethnic minorities should still be cautious about what they claim distant 

rights to and borrow from other cultures as well, since she feels White people will view 

this and it will open a “can of worms” that fuels their entitlement to exploit other cultures. 

I asked participants to reflect on their own history of appropriation in their engagement 

with other cultures. Each of the male participants reported they were content with their 

own culture or that they more considered their engagements as appreciation. For the 

female participants who reflected on their own possible experience with appropriation, 

they referenced instances when they were children wearing other culture’s traditional 

clothing and said reflecting on it felt uncomfortable. Maria, for instance, had worn 

traditional Japanese clothing gifted to her by her aunt. Her aunt had been living in Japan 

and bought it from a local shop. Maria’s first thought when looking at childhood photos of 
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this is, “Wow. That’s cultural appropriation!” She added that she is unsure how to feel 

about it, since she was not wearing it as a costume and Japanese artists were 

compensated for their work.  
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6 Chapter Six: Concluding Remarks and Future Research 

6.1 Guide to Reflect on Cultural Appropriation 

Given the collective observations of media reports and individuals interviewed 

included in this project, there are clear uncertainties around the concept of cultural 

appropriation and its consequences. To review, popular news sources frequently frame 

cultural appropriation as harmful and often focus their stories on high profile celebrities 

and brands. This negative connotation was echoed by most participants who felt 

appropriation could be defined as the opposite of appreciation with an emphasis on 

highlighting exploitation and power inequalities. Even participants who felt there was more 

neutrality in the concept of cultural appropriation had difficulty coming up with examples 

of respectful appropriations of their culture. As one participant noted, this is not because 

respectful appropriation is not possible but more because examples of it are limited. 

Participants were well aware of power inequalities and discriminations that they 

faced and how this connected to cultural appropriation. As individuals who have been 

discriminated against for their own cultural expressions, seeing these same cultural 

expressions and aesthetics copied and used by others was frustrating and hurtful. 

Particularly when the appropriator held more privileges; for example, some participants 

described appropriation of their culture by White people (White privilege) or celebrities/big 

companies (economic privilege) to be more triggering. Main concerns over appropriation 

involved degradation of culture, misrepresentation and erasure, and exploitation.  
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Participants typically voiced their concerns on social media and sometimes 

attempted one on one conversations with appropriators but did not feel they were well 

heard or taken seriously. However, most of the participants kept to themselves or 

confided in friends as their way to respond to observing cultural appropriation. In 

instances where it was not their own culture being appropriated, most felt it was important 

to listen to those who are the subject of the appropriation and step back to amplify their 

voices. It is important to remember, as many noted as well, that people of marginalized 

ethnicities are not a monolith and there is a need to consider conflicting views. Some 

concerns with over-policing and gate-keeping cultural expressions included disrespecting 

other voices with conflicting views and discouraging engagement with or enjoyment of 

other cultures. A couple of participants pointed out that debates over cultural 

appropriation came from and centered Western perspectives, with one participant 

suggesting it is a tool used to discourage cultural exchange or, for example, disguise anti-

Asian views by critiquing anti-Blackness in Asian communities before addressing anti-

Blackness in one’s own community. 

So, what can we do to mitigate risk of harm when engaging with other cultures? 

Firstly, we can make conscious efforts to educate ourselves on other cultures. This 

promotes informed and respectful engagement while also ensuring we are equipped to 

address and call out instances of disrespectful appropriations. While participants were 

hesitant to speak for other ethnic groups, they generally felt relieved and appreciative 

when someone else demonstrated allyship through calling out appropriation of their 

culture. 
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Furthermore, based on the frustration with large companies either misrepresenting 

or stealing cultural patterns or aesthetics and the literature that indicates a lack of legal 

protections in place, there need to be more policies and laws in place to protect cultural 

property and expressions. This could be done through re-evaluating the language and 

criteria of what can be protected in copyright laws. There should also be pressure on 

corporations to give back to and invest in communities that they take influence from. 

Through open dialogue, pursuance of education on other cultures, and material (financial) 

and social support for marginalized ethnicities, we can begin to see better, more accurate, 

diverse, and ethical representation in our cultural exchange. 

Further study and review on a broader scale is warranted. The following 

guideposts were developed to help consider and evaluate different instances were 

inspired from conversations and viewpoints expressed (see Figure 6.1). These 

guideposts are as follows; (the points are numerated for organization only) 
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Figure 6.1: Guide to reflect on cultural appropriation 

1. Does the instance work to reduce the culture to stereotypes? If yes, are the 

stereotypes harmful or inaccurate? 

Generally, reducing a culture to stereotypes (i.e., an oversimplified idea or expectation 

about a group of people) is unfair and harmful. However, it is not possible or necessary 

to convey the entire history and complexities of a culture through one symbol. Sometimes 

nods to other cultures may reinforce a stereotype, but it may not necessarily be reducing 

it to just that or objectively harmful. For example, wearing beaded Indigenous earrings 

may reinforce stereotypical ideas of Indigenous looks while also encouraging appreciation 

for Indigenous styles. On the other hand, Maria shares the example of over-associating 

partying and drinking with Mexican culture. She likes to know people find her culture ‘fun’, 

but she does not feel comfortable or respected when just the image of drinking and 

1. Does the instance 
work to reduce the 

culture to 
stereotypes?

If yes, are the 
stereotypes harmful 

or inaccurate?

2. Is the appropriator 
educated on the 

significance of what 
they are using?

If yes, how did they 
get this education? 

Did they compensate 
the person or group 
that educated them?

If no, are they willing 
to be educated?

3. Does the 
appropriator respect 
the culture and its 

people?

If no, what is their 
intention behind 

borrowing from it?

4. Is the appropriator 
making a profit from 
elements from that 

culture?

If no, have they or are 
they willing to give 

credit to their 
inspiration?

If yes, are they 
compensating the 

source?
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partying is heavily associated with her culture. Reducing a culture to harmful or inaccurate 

stereotypes harms the members of that culture. 

2. Is the appropriator educated on the significance of what they are using? If yes, 

how did they get this education? Did they compensate the person or group that 

educated them? If no, are they willing to be educated? 

Many participants noted that so long as appropriators know the significance of what they 

are using or are willing to learn about it, then generally it is more acceptable. To them, 

learning about the culture and willingness to learn indicates a respect and understanding. 

There is also a concern for who the burden of education is placed on. Often ethnic 

minorities have to educate others on their culture and racism, and this invokes multiple 

forms of labour (teaching, time, emotional). Jasmine stresses the importance of 

compensating those who do this education and prioritizes material gain as a concrete 

identifier of recognition. 

3. Does the appropriator respect the culture and its people? If no, what is their 

intention behind borrowing from it? 

Roberto emphasized respect. What does respect look like? What does disrespect look 

like? Tough questions to answer and assess and will always be subjective. This question 

is easier posed to reflect on our own intentions. Perhaps to assess another’s intentions 

can be combined with their education or willingness to learn on the subject. Is Kim 

Kardashian darkening her skin, using lip fillers, and wearing Fulani braids because she 
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respects Black culture and Black people? Or is she wearing it because she wants to live 

out an exoticized fantasy of herself and appear more desirable to others? 

4. Is the appropriator making a profit from elements from that culture? If no, have they 

or are they willing to give credit to this inspiration? If yes, are they compensating 

the source?  

Finally, compensation and credit were very important to the participants. To profit from a 

culture’s iconography without credit or compensation was theft and exploitation. The 

larger the profit or company, the more harmful or upsetting, because they most likely have 

the means to compensate and are less likely to change their ways. Inspiration from a 

culture can be compensated in many ways – perhaps by paying cultural members for 

their input and education or investing money from profits back into those communities to 

empower them. 

6.2 Personal Reflections, Limitations, and Future Research 

The participants’ critical thinking and concerns over who focuses on cultural 

appropriation made me reflect on my own position. I am a White-passing mixed-race 

individual who grew up in Ontario and I consider myself more liberal in politics (at least 

more liberal than conservative). With this in mind, am I one of the ‘White liberals’ who 

pushes for a conversation on cultural appropriation and fails to focus on more direct and 

harmful forms of racism as they described? Am I focusing on something trivial? I still 

debate this concern in my mind. However, I feel the discomfort and hurt participants 

shared with me in interviews, my own personal experiences, and globalization validate 
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the need to continue research on cultural appropriation. Furthermore, the research 

provides a sociological perspective on negotiating cultural boundaries, identities, and 

significance. Critiques from some participants on cultural appropriation as a Western 

concept warrants further research in non-Western settings. It is possible that these 

studies exist in collections and languages not accessible to me. 

Due to the small sample, I am not able to generalize for gender identities, but I 

found there seemed to be slight differences in the priorities brought up by men or women. 

All participants identified as either male or female, inclusion and representation for other 

gender identities would be beneficial in future studies. Future research should consider 

the role of gender in conceptualizing and problematizing different forms of cultural 

appropriation. 

The role social media seemed to play for participants in navigating the topic should 

be recognized as well. While they are likely to encounter more instances of appropriation 

online, social media platforms allowed participants to feel empowered through sharing 

educational content. It gave them the ability to learn from and connect with cultures, they 

found solidarity and comfort in online communities, and it was a more comfortable 

medium to start difficult discussions with others (as opposed to in person).  Social media 

creates a space where cultural expressions are easily popularized and removed from 

their origins. At the same time, it also provides safe spaces for ethnic minorities to 

connect, share their culture, and confide in one another. Participants also used social 

media and peers to inform themselves on cultural expressions of other groups. This 
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dimension of social media should be incorporated in understanding formations and 

expressions of cultural allyship. 

This study captured fewer participants than its original goal, with difficulty coming 

from recruitment during COVID-19 and the inability to meet participants in person. The 

research would have benefitted from a larger pool of participants to diversify and broaden 

insight. More research has been done on who is appropriating and who is being 

appropriated, but perhaps future studies can reflect on who is calling it out and how to 

respond. What happens in the future if we achieve more accurate and equal 

representation, where we have much more diverse role models that we want to emulate? 

Is it possible that cultural appropriation will be a thing of the past if racial injustice and 

xenophobia are less prominent in our societies?  

Canada is often described as a multicultural mosaic, home to an ethnically diverse 

population where individuals navigate how to engage with their own and other’s cultures. 

How we engage with and represent various ethnicities, including our own, has real 

consequences that are felt by other members of the culture. Cultural appropriation needs 

to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. The participants were clear that it is time to start 

crediting and compensating the marginalized ethnic communities that are so influential 

on popular culture. People, especially members of dominant racial/ethnic groups, must 

challenge their notion of freedom and entitlement to other cultures while still engaging 

with them. Concerns over cultural appropriation are rooted in the political and historical 

discrimination of ethnic and racial minorities and should be further investigated from all 

perspectives. 
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Letter of Information and Consent Form 

 

 

Script to be read aloud for verbal consent via telephone or video conference interviews 
(no contact). Audio recording of consent will be kept separate from interview recording.  

 

Letter of information and consent 

Verbal script to be read aloud 

Research project 

Cultural (mis)appropriation: How young minorities in Canadian universities respond to 
cultural appropriation 

 

Purpose of research 

Does Kim Kardashian misrepresent Black culture when she wears cornrows? Is it 
acceptable for Drake to borrow Jamaican/Caribbean culture in his music even though he 
is not Jamaican or Caribbean? This research project wants to know what you think about 
cultural appropriation. Cultural appropriation refers to borrowing elements of a culture that 
someone does not belong to. The research aims to understand cultural appropriation from 
the perspective of those whose identities are often ‘subjects’ of cultural appropriation. 

 

Researchers 

The information I am collecting will be used in my MA thesis. Researchers include; 

• Sofia Meligrana, Master’s student, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, 

University of Guelph; smeligra@uoguelph.ca; 705-206-0270. 

 

mailto:smeligra@uoguelph.ca
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM CONTINUED 

 

• Dr. Saara Liinamaa, Faculty Advisor, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, 
University of Guelph; sliinama@uoguelph.ca; 519-824-4120X52504.  

Please contact the Faculty Advisor with any questions you might have about the project. 

 

What you will be asked to do in the research 

You are invited to participate in one 45-minute interview via audio or video conference 
that will be audio recorded.  This interview will ask you open-ended questions about your 
thoughts on and experiences with cultural appropriation.  Following the session, you may 
be asked to participate in a follow up interview.  

 

Risks and discomforts 

You might feel emotional or uncomfortable discussing representations of your ethnic 
identity or recalling some personal experiences or events. You are encouraged to take 
breaks, decline answering a question, or stop the interview if you feel uncomfortable. 
There are no other known risks associated with participation in this research.  If you are 
experiencing difficulties after your participation, please contact the faculty advisor using 
the contact information provided above.   

 

I would like to provide you with contact information for wellness and mental health 
resources. If you experience psychological distress following the interview, I would 
recommend getting in touch with one of these organizations: 

 

• Good2Talk (for people ages 17 to 25): 1-866-925-5454 

• Hope for Wellness (for Indigenous peoples): 1-855-242-3310 | Live chat: 

https://www.hopeforwellness.ca/ 

• Distress and Crisis Ontario directory:  http://www.dcontario.org/centres.html 

 

Benefits of the research and benefits to you  

mailto:sliinama@uoguelph.ca
https://www.hopeforwellness.ca/
http://www.dcontario.org/centres.html
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Your participation is valuable to the research project and will help further our 
understanding of cultural appropriation. The goal is to have you, as the participant, feel 
rewarded in sharing your opinions and voice on this topic. You will not be compensated 
or benefit directly from your participation. 

 

Participation and withdrawal 

Your participation in the study is completely voluntary. You have the right to skip 
questions, not answer questions, or stop the interview at any point.  You may withdraw 
anytime during and up to two months after the interview.   Your decision not to participate 
will not influence the nature of your relationship with the researcher or the University of 
Guelph either now or in the future. If you withdraw, all record of our meeting will be 
destroyed, including the audio recording. You may be contacted by email if the researcher 
feels she needs clarification on what you have shared in our session.  

 

Confidentiality 

The researcher will collect demographic information. Your identity will be held in 
confidence and your name will not appear in any report or publication of the research. 
The researcher may use direct quotes from this session in reports and publications. Direct 
quotes will be anonymized and identifying information will be redacted. The interview will 
be audio recorded, along with handwritten notes. Your data will be safely stored in 
password protected and encrypted files and only myself and my supervisor will have 
access to this information. Data will be stored on an encrypted USB key for 2 years after 
the researcher has completed data collection. For video conferencing interviews, 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed while data are in transit over the Internet. 

 

Publication of Results: The results of this research will appear in a MA thesis. It also 
may be presented at conferences and submitted for publication in scholarly journals. Your 
identity will be protected in all reporting of the research results. If you would like a copy 
of any publications or projects that result from these interviews, please leave me your 
preferred email address and an electronic copy will be sent to you. 

 

Questions about the research 
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Questions about the research project can be addressed to the faculty advisor:  Dr. Saara 
Liinamaa, Department of Sociology and Anthropology, University of Guelph. 
sliinama@uoguelph.ca, 519-824-4120 x52504.  

 

If you have questions regarding your rights and welfare as a research participant in this 
study (REB #), please contact: Manager, Research Ethics, University of Guelph 
reb@uoguelph.ca 519-824-4120 X56606 

 

Statement of consent 

Thank you for participating in this research.  Please listen carefully to the following 
statement and if you agree, please say “Yes, I [name] consent” to indicate your full, 
informed consent. You will be provided with an electronic copy of this form.  

“I understand the information presented to me about this project and my rights as 
a research participant. I am participating in this study voluntarily and without 
coercion. By saying “Yes, I [name] consent” I affirm my understanding of my rights 
and willingness to participate in this research. I know that I can ask questions or 
withdraw at any time, and without penalty or justification. I am not waiving any legal 
rights by consenting to participate.” 

 

 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance with federal guidelines for 
research involving human participants. REB# 20-08-012. 

 

  

mailto:sliinama@uoguelph.ca
mailto:reb@uoguelph.ca
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Demographic information 

1. Age: 

2. Gender: 

3. University: 

4. Program of study: 

5. Place of birth: 

6. Citizenship/time in Canada: 

7. If Canadian, and comfortable sharing, what generation: 

8. Self-identify as (ethnicity/culture/race): 

9. Other information: 

Introduction 

Are you familiar with the term cultural appropriation? If you are, what do you think of when 

you hear that term? If not, continue with bolded section… 

For this research cultural appropriation refers to the borrowing/use of symbols and 

traditions of a culture that someone does not belong to.  

For example, I wonder if you are familiar with the Kardashian family, they are 

constantly being called out for “Black-fishing” which means they try to pass 

themselves off as being Black or having Black features for the aesthetic. Two ways 

they have been accused of doing this is through appropriating skin colour (tanning 

and dark makeup) and braids (and  
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW GUIDE CONTINUED 

misrepresenting the origins of the braids). As another example, many non-

Indigenous people have worn headdresses to the music festival Coachella for the 

“fashion” of it. 

➢ Do you have any questions about understanding cultural appropriation? 

I am going to give you a couple of minutes to think about your experience with cultural 

appropriation before we begin. 

Guiding questions 

Part I:  

These questions will explore your sense of identity and how it is understood by others 

and represented in mainstream media and culture. By representation, I mean a 

depiction in art (songs, film, fashion, etc.) and everyday interaction. 

➢ How would you describe your identity? (Leave this open to allow for people to 

share if they consider it culture, ethnicity, race, or other.)  

➢ Would you consider your ethnicity/culture/race a significant part of your identity? 

Do you think others consider it a large part of your identity? 

➢ What are some things you consider to be specific to your culture or that have 

great symbolism/meaning for your ethnicity? 
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➢ How do you feel when these elements of your culture are taken/used by 

someone of a different culture? 

➢ Are you confident in your ability to determine whether someone is a member of 

your culture or not? Can anybody be confident? 

➢ When you see someone else borrowing elements of your culture, what ways do 

you respond? (ex. remain silent, call them out directly, comment on social media 

or articles that report on it, etc.)  

➢ What triggers/motivates you to respond in this way? 

➢ Can you think of instances when your culture is thoughtfully or respectfully 

borrowed from? This would be considered cultural appreciation. Please elaborate 

on your own interpretation of cultural appreciation. 

➢ How do you differ cultural appropriation from appreciation? Is your distinguishing 

between the two more dependent on WHO is doing it? Or WHAT is being done?  

➢ Is it ever possible to properly appropriate/borrow from another culture? 

➢ Are you more comfortable identifying instances of cultural appropriation or with 

identifying that something is NOT appropriation?  

➢ Do you feel the media accurately represents your culture? Can you think of an 

example of appropriate representations? Inappropriate? 

➢ Do you feel the media captures your feelings accurately when reporting on 

instances of cultural appropriation? Can you think of a recent example?  
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Part II:  

These questions will explore your thoughts on instances of cultural appropriation more 

widely—not just your own culture-- in popular culture and the media 

➢ What are your thoughts of the following examples of cultural appropriation that 

have been widely debated in the media? PROMPTS INCLUDE: 

➢ Justin Trudeau black face: Images resurfaced of our Prime Minister 

sporting “Black face” on more than one occasion while attending parties. 

He claims that it was part of his attempt to commit deeply to the costumes 

he was wearing.  

➢ Marc Jacobs dreadlocks in fashion show and Kardashian/Jenner braids: 

Marc Jacobs had sent a predominantly White set of models out on the 

runway sporting colourful faux dreadlocks. Of the Kar-Jenner family, Kim, 

Khloe, and Kylie particularly have been criticized for wearing corn rows, or 

Fulani braids. Kim had made a post about her braids and credited the 

look to Bo Derek (a White actress who had a role in 1979 wearing the 

same braids). 

➢ Vietnamese dresses made to be sexualized: White Singer Kacey 

Musgraves wore only part of an Áo dài (a traditional Vietnamese outfit) 

and was criticized for sexualizing the cultural dress and fetishizing 

Southeast Asian culture along with misrepresenting its meaning. 
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➢ Warbonnets of the Plains Nations (Headdresses) at Coachella: Vannessa 

Hudgens, for one, and many others have worn a warbonnet which is a 

traditional headdress of multiple Plains Nations to music festivals and 

dressed in other Indigenous regalia and prints.  

➢ Can you think of other examples of cultural appropriation from the media or 

popular culture? What were your thoughts on this example?  

➢ Can you think of examples of your own experiences with cultural appropriation 

(or appreciation)? 

Concluding question 

➢ Of all the things we’ve discussed today, what would you say are the most 

important issues? Do you have anything else that you would like to add? 

➢ I want to be sure that I represent what you’ve shared with me today as 

accurately as possible. Would you be comfortable if I were to follow up with you 

for clarification and to verify I have accurately interpreted your responses? 

Thank you for participating. This has been a very successful discussion. Your opinions 

will be a valuable asset to the study. 
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