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A Wave of Designers Is Changing the
Conversation Around Cultural Appropriation

Young and emerging brands are seeking more sustainable ways to work with indigenous
artisans to support and promote their craft.

igner Angel Chang works

with indigenous artisans in rural China
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Akosua Afriyie-Kumi’s handbag brand AAKS has scored coveted space on the floors of major department stores
like Nordstrom and Bloomingdale’s. But for the Ghanaian designer, the label’s real achievement is its work to

preserve and promote a 1,000-year-old weaving tradition.

The brand’s hand-woven Raffia bags are painstakingly pieced together by female artisans in Ghanaian villages.
The straw-like material is sourced from local farmers who strip leaves from raffia palm trees and then dry, twist
and dye the material by hand. The brand provides training for weavers and pays above market rate to ensure local
artisans are able to earn a living from their work. Afriyie-Kumi sees her role as both supporting traditional craft

and promoting it on an international stage.

“It is really important to me as a business to show my culture,” Afriyie-Kumi said. “Now there is a spotlight on

Africa for us to share what we do.”

AAKS’ efforts are part of a wider movement driven by a diverse young generation of designers with ambitions to
embed sustainability into the way they do business. In addition to emphasising eco-conscious design and
production, and social welfare in their supply chains, many are also drawing on their heritage to seek out and

support indigenous artisans and craft — communities that are also often most at risk from climate change.

This form of cultural sustainability reflects a growing mindfulness of fashion’s history of appropriation. Though
skilled artisans in countries like India are responsible for some of the most exquisite detailing in fashion’s couture

creations, their work has been routinely underpaid, undervalued and uncredited by the fashion industry, which

has instead promoted a western-centric view of what should be considered luxurious.

But that approach is attracting growing criticism, particularly as the pandemic and rise of the Black Lives Matter
movement have amplified awareness of racial and social justice issues among consumers and fashion’s young

creative class. Wider awareness is seeping into mainstream fashion too.

Dior creative director Maria Grazia Chiuri draped the backdrop of the brand’s couture show last month in
intricate embroideries sewn over months by women in the Chanakya School of Craft in Mumbai. Some of
fashion’s most prestigious prizes over the last year have featured designers like Sindiso Khumalo and Kenneth

Ize, whose work supports indigenous textile craft.

“Consumers and brands need to understand the value of these processes,” said Monica Moisin, a fashion lawyer
and founder of the Cultural Intellectual Property Rights Initiative (CIPRI), an organisation that promotes and
protects traditional craft globally. The benefits are multi-faceted, adding value to products that consumers view as
more sustainable while also creating a more ethical, inclusive and equitable business model for the industry,

Moisin said.
Slow Fashion

Working with traditional techniques can be a challenge for young brands. The process of hand-crafting is slow

and inconsistent. That’s hard to reconcile with fashion’s fast-paced, modern business model.

Each AAKS bag takes about a week to produce — a point of tension with wholesale partners, who expect their
orders to be filled much faster. “If the store places an order, let’s say for 500 products, we are looking at about

four months to fill this,” Afriyie-Kumi said.

Angel Chang, whose womenswear line is handmade by indigenous artisans in rural Guizhou, China, said each pair

of trousers for her brand takes 24 hours to sew, compared to the 18 minutes it might take for a factory producing

for a mass-market brand.

Working this way means that brands are limited in how much they can produce and prices are high. Chang’s
ready-to-wear line starts at upwards of $400 for a hand-woven cotton shirt. It also took years to train local
artisans to standardise their production process so that the quality and feel of each garment is consistent. Her

goal is for consumers to value the traditional techniques she’s working with, in the same way they do the work of

Italian and French luxury ateliers.

Increasingly, it's also difficult to find artisans with the skills to carry on traditional craft. In many places, fewer

and fewer young people are learning traditional techniques, preferring to pursue careers that promise better pay

and more upward mobility.

Chang had to invest in local training programmes to help keep the skills she relies on alive and remains concerned
at how swiftly China’s rapid urbanisation is eroding indigenous cultures, histories and techniques. “Traditional
villages have been disappearing or destroyed for the past 20 years,” said Chang. “The biggest risk is that we’re
racing against time — the elders are disappearing, and their knowledge [is] not being continued by the younger

generation.”

For instance, many recipes for local plant dyes have already been forgotten, Chang said. “If the remaining

knowledge is not documented, then it could be lost forever.”
A Fairer System

Brands like AAKS and Angel Chang are also trying to work with artisans in a way that addresses inequalities and

ensures skilled craftspeople receive a fair wage for their work.

Historically, it’s an area where the industry has often failed. In many cases, artisans work from home and are paid
for each piece they make, regardless of how long it takes. Efforts by luxury companies to address inequality faced
by skilled embroiderers in India have come under fire for falling back on a fixed monthly wage pegged to

government minimums that deprive artisans of the opportunity to earn overtime.

CIPRI’s Moisin suggests brands use what she calls the “3Cs Rule,” which stands for consent, credit and
compensation. When working with artisans, brands should start by gaining permission to use their work, then
they should ensure they give credit to the local community and lastly, provide equitable compensation to the
craft-makers.

Chang works with local non-profits to establish fair wages for the artisans she works with. Afriyie-Kumi said
AAKS offers roughly three times local rates for the bags it sells on the international market and pays its artisans

every two weeks, rather than on a monthly basis, to ensure they always have access to funds.

“For brands that truly raise themselves in a culturally sustainable way; it’s a way of uplifting a generation of
women, mostly women of colour, who have historically been left out of the profitability of the fashion system,”
said Ayesha Barenblat, founder and chief executive of labour rights advocacy group Remake. “If done right, this is

an opportunity for dignified work and empowered work.”



