Ethical Appropriation of Domestic Textiles from the Past
By Barbara Bryn Klare
In researching my thesis on traditional Japanese boro textiles and contemporary art, craft and
design, I began to feel a sense of discomfort. What is my relationship as a twenty-first century,
middle-class white artist to these textiles, borne out of a very different culture, and a difficult,
impoverished time and place in Japanese history? Are there ethical bounds around discussing
and working with domestic textiles from a different past, and if so, what are they?

Figure 1. Example of a zokin, or rag cloth (photography: Barbara Bryn Klare)

Figure 2. A boro sleeve from a kimono (photography: Barbara Bryn Klare)
Being Respectful
On 10 October 2017, the French auction house PIASA sold over 7,500 everyday Chinese
artifacts and objects from collector François Dautresme. Included in the collection were several
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strikingly beautiful ge ba, or collages of glued cloths used for making shoe soles and lining for
clothing.

Figure 3. Example of ge ba by an unknown artist (printed with permission from Selvedge,
Photography by Mark Eden Schooley, Art Direction by Nelson Sepulveda)
Dautresme was the world’s premier collector of these textile collages made by rural peasant
Chinese women. He said of his collection, ‘These objects are inscribed in the natural chain of
what man can produce if he is respectful of his past, with its extraordinary manual dexterity and
possessed by the rhythms of nature.’ (Kim, n.d.)
Many of the domestic textiles from the past that are hotly pursued by collectors were used by the
poor and are artifacts of impoverished cultures. Boro certainly falls in this cateogory. Is collecting
or working with these textiles a veiled form of stealing from the poor?
Cultural appropriation is defined as the adoption of elements of a minority culture by members of
the dominant culture. (Wikipedia, n.d.) It is not considered a balanced or mutual cultural
exchange due to the implied elements of power, unequal economics and colonial history. Cultural
misappropriation is wrongful, dishonest or violent.
Cultural diffusion, on the other hand, does not involve a power imbalance or colonial history.
(Wikipedia, n.d.) It is the (generally) innocent spread of beliefs and social activities of one culture
to different ethnicities, religions, nationalities, etc. Cultural borrowing is the flip side: receiving
ideas and practices from another culture, ethic group or religion.
Toward a Code of Ethics
I looked at sources both within and outside the art world for an ethical path. An article in the Daily
Dot online by award-winning African-American journalist Derrick Clifton offers clear guidance for
the white performing artist (Clifton, 2014):
1) Cite your cross-cultural influences publicly and often.
2) Don’t wear culturally-specific clothing if you don’t understand the significance.
3) Speak or sing in your own normal voice, not what you think is another culture’s accent.
4) Stereotypes aren’t your toys. Don’t play around with them.
5) An authentic cultural exchange should feel free and affirming, rather than plagiarizing or
thieving.
I applied these statements (especially the last one) to my work with boro textiles. I had to ask
myself: Does the exchange feel authentic and positive? Have I done my homework in researching
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the pieces, including their context? If no, then I have no business using them in my work. If yes,
then I have done what French collector François Dautresme implores us to do.
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