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the world. In the 1960s, the civil rights move-
ment drew attention to the inequalities African 
Americans faced in the United States. Today, 
the Black Lives Matter movement again 
focuses on the injustices suffered by African 
American individuals and communities 
(https://blacklivesmatter.com/).

Ethnic heritage can become especially 
important for individuals living in a diaspora. 
The National Puerto Rican Day parade in New 
York City every June, for example, is a way in 
which the many Puerto Ricans who have left 
the island unite to show pride in their common 
heritage, culture, and traditions. Completing 
its sixtieth year in 2017, the official website 
proclaims its parade and accompanying events 
are “the largest demonstration of cultural pride 
in the nation” (www.nprdpinc.org).

Cultural Appropriation
When members of a dominant group use 
designs, artifacts, behaviors, or ideas taken 
directly from a group that has been historically 
oppressed, it is called cultural appropriation. 
Examples include college fraternity parties in 

which the members wear blackface and dress up in “ghetto” or “thug” style; costumes 
that stereotype or sexualize Native women (the “Sexy Pocahontas” costume); or 
wearing a hijab (Muslim head scarf ) for fashion and not religious reasons.

Native appropriation is when those items originate with a self-identified 
Indigenous group. For instance, the use of inuksuks (Inuit stone cairns) by non-Inuit 
companies without permission is an act of Native appropriation. Athletic team 
names and mascots are another example. Athletic teams sometimes have a denigrat-
ing team name based on a stereotyped image, such as the Washington “Redskins.” 
Fans dress as red-faced “savages” and chant with raised tomahawks during games.

The use of other peoples’ designs, clothing, and symbols might be seen as flat-
tery by outsiders. However, to Native peoples, it reproduces stereotypes and feels 
like mockery. Using items out of context is experienced as an act of theft unless the 
cultural group of origin has some control over it. It’s even harder to justify ethically 
if non-affiliated companies profit off the use of a group’s traditional items or designs.

Figure 3.5
WOMAN WEARING 
FEATHERED 
HEADDRESS AT A 
STREET PARTY IN 
BRIGHTON, ENGLAND
Non-Native use of a 
feathered headdress is 
considered by Native 
people to be an act of 
appropriation, since the 
true war bonnet is bound 
up in a set of cultural and 
religious traditions.
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