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TEXTE

In tro duc tion
This paper will ex am ine the phe nomenon of cul tural ap pro pri ation
within the con text of artist image in the music in dustry. The defin i‐ 
tion and ex tent of cul tural ap pro pri ation have been the sub ject of a
con sid er able amount of re search in re cent times 1, with the cent ral
issue being the de marc a tion line between cul tural ap pro pri ation and
cul tural ap pre ci ation. Richard Ro gers dis tin guishes four sub types of
cul tural ap pro pri ation (ex change, dom in ance, ex ploit a tion, and
transcul tur a tion 2) and defines each ac cord ing to the re la tion ship
between cul tures:

1

1. Cul tural ex change: the re cip rocal ex change of sym bols, ar ti facts,
rituals, genres, and/or tech no lo gies between cul tures with roughly
equal levels of power.

2

2. Cul tural dom in ance: the use of ele ments of a dom in ant cul ture by
mem bers of a sub or din ated cul ture in a con text in which the dom in‐ 
ant cul ture has been im posed onto the sub or din ated cul ture, in clud‐ 
ing ap pro pri ations that enact res ist ance.

3

3. Cul tural ex ploit a tion: the ap pro pri ation of ele ments of a sub or din‐ 
ated cul ture by a dom in ant cul ture without sub stant ive re ci pro city,
per mis sion, and/or com pens a tion.

4
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4. Transcul tur a tion: cul tural ele ments cre ated from and/or by mul‐ 
tiple cul tures, such that iden ti fic a tion of a single ori gin at ing cul ture
is prob lem atic, for ex ample, mul tiple cul tural ap pro pri ations struc‐ 
tured in the dy nam ics of glob al iz a tion and transna tional cap it al ism
cre at ing hy brid forms.

5

Within the music in dustry con text, we can identify cases of cul tural
dom in ance and cul tural ex ploit a tion with a strong em phasis on the
lat ter. In this paper, I will argue that the se mi otic method can re li ably
dis tin guish between cul tural dom in ance and cul tural ex ploit a tion on
one side and cul tural ex change and transcul tur a tion on the other.
Ro gers ob serves that “cul tural ex ploit a tion fo cuses on the com modi‐ 
fic a tion and in cor por a tion of ele ments of sub or din ated cul ture 3”.
Com modi fic a tion is the main ob ject ive of con struct ing an artist’s
image: to cre ate a product or per sona which is com mod i fied and sold
to con sumers.

6

I will present the cor pus of mu sical artists as brands dia chron ic ally,
the start ing point cor res pond ing to the late 1950s and 1960s when
most crit ics trace the ori gin of pop u lar music 4. As poin ted out by Roy
Shuker, the term “pop u lar” is some what am bigu ous and eludes rig or‐ 
ous defin i tion. Still, for this study, I will use Shuker’s defin i tion of
pop u lar music in volving the “main com mer cially pro duced and mar‐ 
keted mu sical genres, primar ily in a West ern con text 5”. This defin i‐ 
tion fol lows Ro gers’s sub types of cul tural ap pro pri ation since West‐ 
ern cul ture has his tor ic ally been a dom in ant cul ture, and the ori gins
of its dom in ance in the music in dustry can be traced to the 19  cen‐ 
tury. Ree bee Garo falo writes that as early as the 1870s, tech no lo gical
in nov a tion, chiefly the in ven tion of the Edison cyl in der phono graph
has put the United States at the fore front of music dis tri bu tion 6. The
idea of West ern dom in ance is closely re lated to the no tion of im per i‐ 
al ism, and, for the pur pose of this paper, cul tural im per i al ism. Tan ner
Mir rlees fur ther cor rob or ates such cent ral iz a tion of media dis tri bu‐ 
tion:

7

th

The most power ful pro du cers of en ter tain ment media are transna ‐
tional media cor por a tions (TNMCs). Most of these firms—Time
Warner, Walt Dis ney, News Corp, amongst oth ers—are based in but
not con tained by the ter rit orial bor ders of the United States. They



Semiotic Perspectives on Cultural Appropriation in the Music Industry

straddle the globe, doing busi ness in al most every coun try and
selling en ter tain ment media to con sumers every where 7.

The se mi otic ana lysis of the cor pus will demon strate that mu si cians
be long ing to this West ern cul tural circle, which is defined by the
afore men tioned ad vant ages in pro duc tion and dis tri bu tion as the
sphere of the United States and areas of its eco nomic and polit ical in‐ 
flu ence, have reg u larly bor rowed and ap pro pri ated ele ments of mar‐ 
gin al ized cul tures and that this re moval of signs from the cul tures
that pro duced them se mi ot ic ally emp ties the signs of their mean ing.
Start ing in the 1960s, Elvis Pres ley emu lated ele ments of Afro- 
American cul ture in his image, res ult ing in the birth of rock and roll 8.
This genre is now cred ited al most ex clus ively to White Amer ic ans.
One of the most pop u lar music genres today is rap music, which ori‐ 
gin ated in the African Amer ican com munity, par tic u larly on the West
Coast dur ing the 1970s. The genre ini tially de pic ted the “Black ex per i‐ 
ence” and the his tor ical struggles of Black people in the United
States. How ever, with the emer gence of Mar shall Math ers, pro fes‐ 
sion ally known as Em inem, who ad ap ted rap music to de pict class
struggles in his ho met own De troit, a new era of White rap music
com menced and hip- hop be came as so ci ated with a cul ture which
had very little to do with the genre’s ori gins. Con tem por ary pop mu‐ 
si cians such as Katy Perry or Ariana Grande have also bor rowed nu‐ 
mer ous times from mar gin al ized cul tures such as East Asian or “ori‐ 
ental” cul tures 9. In the case of Katy Perry, not even his tory is safe:
she has been cri ti cized nu mer ous times for cul tural ap pro pri ation of
past cul tures, namely Ja pan ese and an cient Egyp tian 10. The im agery
of her music videos and dress ing as part of her artist iden tity and ex‐ 
pres sion in cludes ele ments bor rowed from other cul tures, hence giv‐ 
ing her a sense of ori gin al ity and nov elty in the West, which is a key
com pon ent of the artist's unique selling pro pos i tion. In the next sec‐ 
tion, a se mi otic ana lysis of the in stances of cul tural ap pro pri ation in
the artists men tioned above will re veal how cul tural ap pro pri ation
emp ties the sign of its ori ginal mean ing and causes the dis in teg ra tion
of the cul ture from which it was taken while sim ul tan eously serving
as a unique selling pro pos i tion for the ap pro pri ator’s (artist’s) brand.

8
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The or et ical frame work for the
se mi otic ana lysis of cul tural ap ‐
pro pri ation
The Rus sian se mi ot i cian Juri Lot man was one of the pi on eer ing
thinkers on the re la tion ship between sym bols and cul ture:

9

As an im port ant mech an ism of cul tural memory, sym bols carry over
texts, plot lines and other se mi otic form a tions from one cul tural
stratum to an other. An im mut able set of sym bols passing dia chron ic ‐
ally through a cul ture as sumes to a sig ni fic ant de gree the func tion of
uni fy ing that cul ture; as a cul ture’s memory of it self, sym bols pre vent
a cul ture from dis in teg rat ing into isol ated tem poral strata 11.

Lot man sug gests that cul tural sym bols are the ad hes ive ele ments that
make a cul ture a dis tinct and self- contained struc ture. Con versely,
any dis place ment of a sym bol, es pe cially if bor rowed by a so cially
dom in ant cul ture, presents a risk where the sym bol is no longer as so‐ 
ci ated with the sub or din ated cul ture. Its mean ing be comes dis tor ted
by widen ing or nar row ing its se mantic field or re mov ing it al to gether
and re pla cing it with new mean ing. Aleksei Se men enko, a prom in ent
Lot man scholar, states that “the concept of se mio sphere first ap‐ 
peared in the 1984 art icle ‘On the se mio sphere’ 12”, in which Lot man
en vi sioned the se mio sphere as a “se mi otic con tinuum, which is filled
with multi- variant se mi otic mod els situ ated at a range of hier arch ical
levels 13”. Since all mod els in the se mio sphere are or gan ized hier arch‐ 
ic ally, the artist brand as a se mi otic model must com pete with all
other sets which rep res ent rival artists and propag ate along the same
tem poral and spa tial con tinuum. The es sence of a brand is its unique
selling pro pos i tion, or USP, which serves two main func tions: a dis‐
crim in at ory one, il lus trat ing how a par tic u lar brand dif fers from all
oth ers, and a value one, which pos its that due to one spe cific dif fer‐ 
ence, the brand is su per ior to its com pet it ors. I hy po thes ize that this
in teg ral as pect of brand ing is what gives way to cul tural ap pro pri‐ 
ation within the music in dustry. The dif fer ence is achieved by ap pro‐ 
pri at ing ele ments of sub or din ated cul tures.

10
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The pi on eer of the Amer ican school of se mi ot ics, Charles Sanders
Peirce, pro posed a tri adic model of the sign, which takes into ac count
the ad di tional layer of se mi osis as the signs move from one se mio‐ 
sphere to an other. This model of the sign, con sist ing of a rep res enta‐ 
men, an in ter pretant, and an ob ject, lends it self an ex tremely valu able
tool for the wider, se mi otic ana lysis of cul tural sym bols. Ac cord ing to
Peirce:

11

A sign... [in the form of a rep res enta men] is some thing which stands
to some body for some thing in some re spect or ca pa city. It ad dresses
some body, that is, cre ates in the mind of that per son an equi val ent
sign, or per haps a more de veloped sign. That sign which it cre ates I
call the in ter pretant of the first sign. The sign stands for some thing,
its ob ject. It stands for that ob ject, not in all re spects, but in ref er ‐
ence to a sort of idea, which I have some times called the ground of
the rep res enta men 14.

The cor pus ana lysis will demon strate how the in ter pretant, or the
idea of an ob ject which is present in the human con scious ness when
ex posed to the sign, is ex tremely mal le able and sub ject to cul tural in‐ 
flu ences ex er ted upon it. It is this part of the sign which un der goes a
trans form a tion as the sign moves from one se mio sphere to an other.
To echo Ro gers, if a dom in ant cul ture ad opts a sym bol from a sub or‐ 
din ate cul ture, but as the sym bol passes from one se mio sphere to an‐ 
other, it is emp tied of all the con tex tual and ref er en tial mean ing it
had in the sub or din ate cul ture and re placed with a ste reo type, the
pro cess is deemed cul tural ap pro pri ation. If, as the sym bol passes
from one se mio sphere to an other, at least some or all the con tex tual
and ref er en tial mean ing is re tained, even if an ad di tional layer of se‐ 
mi osis is gen er ated, then the pro cess is cul tural ex change or
transcul tur a tion. In the next sec tion, the se mi otic ana lysis will show
how the shift in mean ing due to the gen er a tion of in ter pretant signs
either res ults in cul tural ap pro pri ation or cul tural ap pre ci ation.

12
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Cul tural ap pro pri ation as the
basis for a unique selling pro pos i ‐
tion
The music in dustry rep res ents a unique com bin a tion of both artistic
and cor por ate ele ments. The cor por ate fea tures in clude brand ing,
mar ket ing, and sales, which gen er ate rev enue. Jonathan Schroeder
states that “art is a com mod ity, sub ject to mar ket forces and con‐ 
sumer be ha vior pro cesses 15” and brand ing cre ates a strong men tal
image of the artist in the con sumer’s mind. The artist be comes a
sym bol, usu ally of a spe cific set of val ues. This pro cess of co di fy ing
the brand is very de lib er ate and is typ ic ally the task of re cord ing
com pan ies that fin ance the artist’s en deavors. Rita Clifton, John Sim‐ 
mons and Sameena Ahmad enu mer ate the pos it ive ef fects of brand‐ 
ing on the con sumers. Two are vital for artist brand ing: on the one
hand, “brands foster cus tomer loy alty lead ing to more re li able com‐ 
pany earn ings and there fore higher and more sus tain able levels of
em ploy ment and wealth cre ation,” and on the other, “brands pro mote
so cial co he sion, both na tion ally and glob ally, by en abling shared par‐ 
ti cip a tion in as pir a tional and demo cratic nar rat ives 16”. Echo ing Lot‐ 
man’s as ser tion that sym bols ex tend ing dia chron ic ally foster a sense
of cul tural co he sion, it is evid ent that the so cial co he sion res ult ing
from brand ing stems from the de lib er ate cre ation, via se mi osis, of a
novel sys tem of sym bols with the artist's brand and image rep res ent‐ 
ing its cen ter.

13

Today rock music, along side pop, is the most re cog niz able music
genre 17, and even though over the years it has gone through many
trans form a tions, it re tained some stable sym bols which are unique to
the genre to the present day: not ably elec tric gui tars, black leather
cloth ing and a very ag gress ive singing style 18. Stud well and Loner gan
trace the early de vel op ment of rock music to Amer ican coun try and
blues music of the 1940s and 1950s. Blues as a genre was very
strongly tied to African- American minor it ies in The United States 19 ,
and it re mained largely con fined to local Afro- American com munit ies
until the emer gence of Elvis Pres ley. Wes ley Mor ris of the New York
Times writes that:

14
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Black Amer ican music was the ar chi tec ture to cre ate a means by
which sing ers and mu si cians can be com pletely free, free in the only
way it could have been pos sible on a plant a tion: through art, through
music – music no one “com posed” (be cause en slaved people were
denied lit er acy), music born of feel ing, of play, of ex haus tion, of
hope 20.

Blues was a sym bol that re flec ted the struggles of African- Americans.
Elvis Pres ley star ted his ca reer in Mem phis, in spired mainly by blues
and gos pel music. His first songs were cov ers of pop u lar blues songs
such as “Baby, Let’s Play House” by Ar thur Neal Gunter or Otis Black‐ 
well’s “Don’t Be Cruel.” He au di tioned for a band in front of Sun Re‐ 
cords’ agent Sam Phil lips in 1953, which marked the be gin ning of his
ca reer. Phil lips was keen on Pres ley mainly be cause he was sure if he
could “find a white man who had the Negro sound and the Negro
feel 21” he could make a bil lion dol lars. Due to the dif fer ence in power,
the only way Black music could “make it” on the radio was by being
ap pro pri ated by a White artist. Fur ther more, as Lock hart points out,
Pres ley’s unique selling pro pos i tion was a voice and style that be‐ 
longed to the Black com munity 22. Still, in Peir cean terms, they were
devoid of all other in ter pretant signs as so ci ated with that par tic u lar
voice and style, such as “slavery,” “suf fer ing,” “des pair,” “mel an choly”
or “hope.” As men tioned earlier, a mu sical style is a sign. As it entered
a new se mio sphere, in this case, a White, middle- class Amer ican
com munity, it had its mean ing re duced in ac cord ance with what the
White audi ence was ex pect ing. The “Negro feel” be came a prop, a
unique selling pro pos i tion that re pack aged the ideas of Black cre at ors
and un der scored the power im bal ance between the Black and White
artists in the United States, while sim ul tan eously eras ing all the ex‐ 
per i ence that cre ated the sym bol.

15

Ac cord ing to Ro gers, the crit ical pre con di tion for cul tural ap pro pri‐ 
ation (i.e. cul tural dom in ance) is a power im bal ance 23. A few dec ades
after Elvis Pres ley, Black music was once again ap pro pri ated by White
artists for a White audi ence. This time the genres were rap and hip- 
hop music which ori gin ated in New York 24, spe cific ally in the down‐ 
trod den Bronx bor ough dur ing the 1970s re ces sion 25.

16

Just as blues was strictly local and tied to the Black com munity, rap‐ 
ping evolved from street parties (called “block parties”) and the cul‐

17



Semiotic Perspectives on Cultural Appropriation in the Music Industry

ture of MCs (mas ters of ce re mon ies) who talked over the mu sical beat
and in tro duced the DJ (disc jockey) who played the music 26. Along‐ 
side the music, a unique fash ion style char ac ter ized by track suits,
sneak ers, and golden jew elry de veloped and it be came a de fin ing
char ac ter istic of rap pers. Mal colm Barn ard re cog nizes the sym bolic
func tion of cloth ing in the as ser tion that it re flects the cul tural sys‐ 
tem the gar ment be longs to: “fash ion, cloth ing, and dress are sig ni fy‐ 
ing prac tices, they are ways of gen er at ing mean ings, which pro duce
and re pro duce those cul tural groups along with their po s i tions of re l‐ 
at ive power 27”. In this pas sage, a “cul tural group” is se mi ot ic ally equi‐ 
val ent to Lot man’s se mio sphere. Barn ard goes on to ex plore the re la‐ 
tion ship between fash ion, so cial power, and ideo logy, and all three
are present in rap fash ion. Rap fash ion com bines sports styles char‐ 
ac ter ized by track suits and sneak ers and high- fashion styles re flec‐ 
ted in of ten times ex ceed ingly ex pens ive gold and dia mond jew elry.

The com bin a tion of “high” and “low” fash ion styles re flects the unique
ex per i ence of being Black in the United States. They are sym bols of
“the rags- to-riches 28” path many rap stars took as they moved from
the bot tom of the so cioeco nomic scale to the top. Se mi ot ics has ex‐ 
tens ively dealt with the sym bol ism of gold and golden hues. Due to
the rar ity of mined gold the color has his tor ic ally been con nec ted to
power and abund ance, and evokes in ter pretants of “ra di ance, cheer‐ 
ful ness, en ergy and the sun 29”. The thick ness and massive ness of the
gold worn as hip- hop jew elry func tions as a sym bol of Black power
and abil ity. Rap pers are often seen mak ing ges tures that em phas ize
their jew elry such as Amer ican rap per Fabol ous.

18

Des pite their world wide suc cess, nu mer ous rap pers have been in‐ 
volved in street fights, gang feuds, and drug- related con flicts which
have all been the sub ject mat ter of pop u lar rap songs so much that an
en tire sub- genre was named “gang sta rap”. Clas sic hits in clude Tupac
Shakur’s “Hit ‘Em Up” (1996), The No tori ous B.I.G.’s “Ready to Die”
(1994), and N.W.A.’s “Straight outta Compton” (1988). On an artistic
level, a con flict between rap pers from the west coast and the east
coast of the United States emerged in the nineties. Since rap grew
out of and them at ic ally de scribed the life of African Amer ic ans in
poor urban cen ters of the United States, it comes as little sur prise
that con flict between music artists also spilled over into street fights.
The term “drive- by shoot ing 30” was coined to de scribe the at tacks on

19
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rival gang mem bers that were usu ally per pet rated by four men armed
with auto matic or semi- automatic weapons who would drive around
rival neigh bor hoods and shoot en emies on sight. These types of con‐ 
flict even tu ally res ul ted in the deaths of West side rap pers Tupac
Shakur and The No tori ous B.I.G, con sidered by many to have been
the greatest rap pers of all time 31.

It can hardly be con tested that rap lyr i cism in flu enced Amer ican Eng‐ 
lish like no other music genre be fore or after. As the Black cul tural
se mio sphere evolved in a con stant state of op pres sion, the lan guage
evolved as a re flec tion of that op pres sion, char ac ter ized by fre quent
pro fan ity and ref er ences to vi ol ence. Rap songs are a rich source for
se mi otic ana lysis, with their neo lo gisms, sym bol ism, and meta phors
spe cific to the Black cul tural ex per i ence in the United States. Ad di‐ 
tion ally, these idioms are reg u larly the tar get of cul tural ap pro pri at‐ 
ors, usu ally coupled with vari ous types of black fish ing. To il lus trate
how cul tur ally spe cific these lyr ics are, it’s enough to point out the
web site “Genius 32” (star ted in 2007 as “Rap Genius”), which was star‐ 
ted as a community- driven en deavor to in ter pret the lyr ics of rap
songs cor rectly.

20

Some ex amples of lex ical items coined in the Black com munity
through rap music, using the ex ample of Tupac Shakur’s “Hit ‘Em Up,”
in clude “homie” (a mem ber of the same gang – the mean ing was later
se mantic ally ex pan ded to best friend), “bust” (to shoot a gun), “G”
(shortened form of “gang sta” from “gang ster”) and “wax” (audio re‐ 
cord ing, usu ally of music).

21

Today rap and hip- hop are the most pop u lar genres of music in the
United States 33, and their suc cess can be at trib uted to the di git al iz a‐ 
tion of music dis tri bu tion. The bar rier of large cor por a tions con‐ 
trolled by pre dom in antly White music ex ec ut ives has been re moved.
The in ter pretant signs of the sign “rap music”, such as class struggle,
op pres sion, com bat ive ness, per sist ence, and pride present in the
Black cul tural se mio sphere res on ated with many up com ing White
artists. One of the most suc cess ful cases was that of Mar shall Math‐ 
ers, known as Em inem. Born in Mis souri, his child hood was frayed by
dif fi cult liv ing con di tions, fre quent re- locations, and do mestic vi ol‐ 
ence 34. Dur ing his teen age years, his fam ily settled in De troit,
Michigan, in a crime- ridden neigh bor hood where Mar shall was often

22
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bul lied. The op pres sion he felt at home and in pub lic made it easy for
him to identify with the in ter pretant sign of op pres sion and class
struggle present in rap music and ex tend their mean ing to the im‐ 
pov er ished White sub urban De troit. His unique selling point largely
fueled his rise to fame: he was the first White rap per that gained in‐ 
ter na tional trac tion. But Math ers al ways openly ex pressed his in‐ 
debted ness to Black cul ture through his lyr i cism and pub lic ap pear‐ 
ances. In a line from his song “White Amer ica,” he ad mits: “If I was
Black, I would have sold half 35”, and in the Grammy- awarded
“Without me” he com pares him self to Elvis Pres ley:

Though I'm not the first king of con tro versy 
I am the worst king since Elvis Pres ley 
To do Black music so selfishly 
And use it to get my self wealthy (Hey!) 
There's a concept that works 
Twenty mil lion other White rap pers emerge 
But no mat ter how many fish in the sea 
It'd be so empty without me 36.

As Timothy Wel beck, a prom in ent Amer ican anti- racism re searcher
at Temple Uni ver sity states, Em inem has al ways been care ful to show
“re spect to Black cul ture by di vert ing at ten tion from him self when
re ceiv ing awards and praise for his music 37”. Be cause of this, the
Black com munity largely em braced Em inem and he went on to work
with some of the most suc cess ful rap pers of the 2000s, not ably
Andre Ro melle Young, known as Dr. Dre, who was one of the first
mem bers of the Black com munity to ac cept Math ers for his tal ent
and offer him a re cord deal at his label, Af ter math Re cords, and Curtis
James Jack son, known pro fes sion ally as 50 Cent, who worked on
more than a dozen of singles with Math ers 38.

23

Both Elvis Pres ley and Em inem have used ele ments from Black cul‐ 
ture in order to set them selves apart from other up com ing artists and
made these ele ments a key as pect of their unique selling pro pos i tion.
The dif fer ence was that Elvis trans formed jazz and blues into rock
and roll music while never giv ing credit to Black mu si cians, whereas
Em inem al ways paid trib ute to the cul ture from which he bor rowed
by openly ad mit ting his in debted ness to Black cul ture as in the song
“Without Me” and by sup port ing the wider Black com munity causes

24



Semiotic Perspectives on Cultural Appropriation in the Music Industry

in the United States 39. This is the dif fer ence between cul tural ap pro‐ 
pri ation and cul tural ap pre ci ation: ap pro pri ation causes the eras ure
of cul ture and ap pre ci ation as sures its con tinu ation and el ev a tion on
the so cial stratum.

Cul tural ap pro pri ation as cul tural
eras ure through ste reo typ iz a tion
As a sign moves from one se mio sphere to an other its mean ing can
either be widened or nar rowed; in other words, the in ter pretant signs
are either added or re moved. The ex tent of these pro cesses is what
dif fer en ti ates cul tural ap pro pri ation from cul tural ap pre ci ation. The
most fre quent cause of in ter pretant re moval in cul tural ap pro pri ation
is ste reo typ iz a tion. The ex ist ing re search on the pro duc tion of ste‐ 
reo types within a cul ture has been scarce 40 but it can be de scribed
as a type of se mi osis. Within the Peir cean se mi otic frame work, the
sign be comes a ste reo type when it be comes tied strongly to just one
spe cific in ter pretant sign, for ex ample blonde hair (sign) – stu pid ity
(in ter pretant sign) while all other in ter pretant signs are dis carded.
The re search in so cial psy cho logy found that some de gree of sim pli‐ 
fic a tion is ne ces sary be cause it saves time and en ergy 41 when identi‐ 
fy ing so cial groups. Lenard and Bal int equate ste reo typ iz a tion with
cul tural mis rep res ent a tion and see it as a prob lem atic form of cul‐ 
tural en gage ment be cause it in volves “present ing ca ri ca tured ver‐ 
sions of cul tural minor ity prac tices 42”. As hip- hop music be came
widely pop u lar, the Black cul tural se mio sphere un der went ste reo typ‐ 
iz a tion.
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The most con tro ver sial case of ste reo typ iz a tion is the artistic image
of rap per Dani elle Bregoli, known as Bhad Bh a bie. Bregoli be came
fam ous after her mother ap plied to the talk show Dr. Phil in 2016,
claim ing that caring for her thirteen- year-old daugh ter be came im‐ 
possible due to her con front a tional be ha vior 43. Dur ing the show
Bregoli uses an ac cent which was de scribed by re porter Jamie Lauren
Keiles as “part Flor ida, part Brook lyn, part mis con ceived Black Ver‐ 
nacu lar Eng lish 44” or a de lib er ate mim icry of Black ac cent, later
dubbed “blac cent 45”. In order to de pict her per sona, Bregoli has em‐ 
braced the in ter pretant signs present in hip- hop cul ture to which she
was ex posed through the In ter net and so cial media, and ap plied them
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to her pub lic image. Signs like “tough ness,” “de fi ance,” “ag gress ive‐ 
ness” be come ste reo types when re moved from the ex per i ences that
cre ated them such as op pres sion and ra cism. Hip- hop and the Black
ex per i ence were re duced to mind less and pro voc at ive ag gres sion, or
“attention- seeking”. The show caused global out rage and pro pelled
Bregoli to in ter na tional star dom. She signed a multi- million re cord
deal with At lantic Re cords and star ted re leas ing rap music, again due
to the ste reo typ iz a tion of rap music as “gang sta” and “tough”, while
dis reg ard ing the so cioeco nomic factors that lead to the form a tion of
gangs. It could be ar gued that the brand of Bhad Bh a bie is centered
around cul tural ap pro pri ation, or that cul tural ap pro pri ation is the
unique selling pro pos i tion of Bhad Bh a bie. After her ca reer took off,
Bregoli began ad just ing her image to fit Black beauty stand ards. She
braided her hair and darkened her skin, which caused ac cus a tions of
“black fish ing 46”.

After dec ades of op pres sion due to skin color, op pres sion that is still
at large today, it is only once “black ness” has been com mod i fied
through rap cul ture that it be comes de sir able. It be comes a prop or a
style that can be used and dis carded once it in ev it ably be comes un‐ 
fash ion able. Once ra cial, largely im mut able char ac ter ist ics such as
skin color, lip size, or body shape enter the fash ion sys tem, they are
sub ject to trends and com mod i fied.
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Aus tralian rap per Iggy Aza lea has also been ac cused of cul tural ap‐ 
pro pri ation and black fish ing 47, es pe cially in her music video for the
song “I Am The Strip Club 48” in which she ap pears sev eral skin tones
darker than usual. Crit ics were also fast to point out that the dan cers
she chose were all Black. A com par ison between her image for the
music video “Fancy 49,” in which she por trays the lux uri ous life style of
upper- class White Amer ic ans, and the music video for “I Am The
Strip Club,” demon strates the idea that black ness can be summoned
to ex press mor ally ques tion able be ha vi ors.
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Fol low ing Lisa Rosenthal and Marci Lobel, one of the most per vas ive
ra cial ste reo types is that of a “Black fe male” who is as sert ive and
sexu ally ag gress ive 50. This is re flec ted in the fet ish iz a tion of Black
phys ical fea tures. Since hip- hop be came widely pop u lar there has
been a sharp in crease in sur gical pro ced ures based on the ste reo typ‐ 
iz a tion of Black fea tures which spilled over into wider media cul ture.
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The Kardashian- Jenner clan pi on eered a look of ex ag ger ated lips and
bot toms, both ra cially con di tioned phys ical at trib utes, and at tached
to them the in ter pretant signs such as “fem in in ity” and “femme
fatale”. Kim Kar dashian ap peared on the cover of the Winter 2019
issue of 7 Hol ly wood magazine with darkened skin, over- exaggerated
hips and an Afro hair style, mim ick ing the nat ural tex ture of Afro- 
American hair. The Kar dashi ans cre ated their busi ness em pire around
beauty products. Sim ilar to Ro gers 51, Lenard and Bal int em phas ize
that cul tural ap pro pri ation is char ac ter ized by a power im bal ance 52

without ad equate re ci pro city, and this is es pe cially prob lem atic when
it leads to large mon et ary gain by the ap pro pri ator. Kylie Jen ner re‐ 
cently be came one of the young est bil lion aires in the world, al though
the real ex tent of her wealth has been dis puted 53. Due to the pop‐ 
ular ity and media pres ence of the Kardashian- Jenners, the plastic
sur gery rev enue surged, led by the po ten tially dan ger ous “Brazilian
Butt Lift”, which was the most sought pro ced ure ac cord ing to the In‐ 
ter na tional So ci ety of Aes thetic Plastic Sur gery 54.

Al though Afro- American cul ture has been sub ject to the most cases
of cul tural ap pro pri ation in re cent times, any minor ity cul ture can
be come a source of sym bols that are ap pro pri ated. Amer ican pop
singer Katy Perry has reg u larly bor rowed from Amer ican In dian,
Asian and even An cient Egyp tian cul tures. Dur ing the 2013 Amer ican
Music Awards she per formed her song “Un con di tion ally 55” dressed in
a geisha- like at tire which was coupled with a per form ance that
catered to West ern ste reo types of Asian women as shy, sub ser vi ent
and devoid of agency equi val ent to “skim ming a Wiki pe dia page, not a
trib ute based in any deeper un der stand ing or de sire for ac cur acy 56”.
As the Ja pan ese geisha moved from the East ern to the West ern cul‐ 
tural se mio sphere, the sym bol ism of a learned court en ter tainer was
re duced to a “shy, sub ser vi ent mis tress” and the tra di tional ki mono
dress trans formed into a stage cos tume, a gar ment with no cul tural
sig ni fic ance and used only for aes thetic ap peal with con sid er able de‐ 
vi ations from the ori ginal ki mono 57.
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The fact that Perry sees cul tural sym bols as a com mod ity that can
serve to en hance her artistic image is vis ible in her 2013 hit “Dark
Horse 58”. The music video is con struc ted en tirely out of de con tex tu‐ 
al ized Egyp tian im agery. In order to con struct her artist image as a
“power ful” and “fatal” woman, Perry re named her self into “Katy Patra”
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as a ref er ence to Cleo patra VII Philo p ator, an Egyp tian queen and the
last ruler of the Ptole maic King dom of Egypt 59. In an cient Egypt a
pharaoh was con sidered not only a ruler but a rep res ent a tion of the
di vine on Earth, as each pharaoh was a des cend ant of the sun god Re
and was re spons ible for main tain ing the di vine law ma’at 60.

Perry ap pears wear ing clas sic Egyp tian make- up with winged eye‐
liner. How ever, she is seen wear ing both a black wig and a white- 
blonde wig, a hair color that could never have ex is ted in An cient
Egypt and which is more com monly found in Caucasi ans.
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Black and white have in West ern cul ture often sym bol ized good and
evil 61; there fore, the image of an Egyp tian pharaoh is sub or din ate to
the sym bol ism of the music video. Fur ther more, with the lyr ics “Make
me your Aph rod ite/Make me your one and only 62” Perry is ref er en‐ 
cing the Greek god dess of beauty, Aph rod ite, while dressed as Cleo‐ 
patra. In the video, re li gious sym bols such as the ankh and the eye of
Re are jux ta posed to her ser vants who ap pear with ca ri ca tured cat
heads as sym bols of the god dess Bastet. Her blonde wig is also
sprayed with blue eye of Re sym bols. The col ors and mood of the
music video are very vi brant, with pink walls and columns (fem in in‐ 
ity), blue court men (mas culin ity) and gold- robed cat ser vants (roy‐ 
alty). How ever, all the sym bols of Egyp tian cul ture are presen ted in an
overly child ish, bor der line car toon ish way. One ex ample is the pyr‐ 
amid, an an cient tomb of the pharaohs, which is brought to “Katy
Patra” and her court in the form of Amer ican con fec tion ery pastries.
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The music video caused out rage in the Egyp tian com munity and in
the Muslim com munity due to a scene in the music video where
“Katy Patra” burns a suitor to dust using her su per nat ural powers 63.
The suitor was wear ing a pendant of the Ar abic word for “Allah”, and a
mem ber of the Muslim com munity in Great Bri tain, Shazad Iqbal,
star ted an on line pe ti tion for the re moval of the sym bol from the
music video. The pe ti tion amassed over sixty thou sand sig na tures
and the pro duc tion team be hind the music video re moved the
pendant from the clip on You tube 64.
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When faced with ac cus a tions of cul tural ap pro pri ation, music artists
often re sort to plat it udes of artistic free dom or apo lo gies out of sup‐ 
posed ig nor ance 65 to jus tify their ex ploit a tion of minor ity cul tures
for their brand ing and artist image, when in fact it is very often a lack
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of ima gin a tion and cre ativ ity that prompts them to bor row. From the
se mi otic ana lysis of the cor pus it is evid ent that very little, if any, in‐ 
ter pretant signs as so ci ated with the cul tures they bor row from are
present in their artistic ex pres sion. This leads to fur ther ste reo typ ing
and mar gin al iz a tion of already op pressed cul tures.

Con clu sion
In this paper I have ar gued that the se mi otic method can re li ably dis‐ 
tin guish between cul tural ap pro pri ation and cul tural ap pre ci ation
and that within the cor pus of the music in dustry, cul tural ap pro pri‐ 
ation serves as a unique selling point for the brand ing and image of
mu sical artists. The cor pus ana lysis has shown that it has been a sys‐ 
tem atic and de lib er ate pro cess since the early be gin nings of pop u lar
music. It is present across a vari ety of genres and styles, and the
artists ac cused of cul tural ap pro pri ation un an im ously per tain to the
West ern cul tural circle. This cor rob or ates pre vi ous re search on cul‐ 
tural ap pro pri ation which places it within a so cial power hier archy as
a form of cul tural theft from sub or din ate cul tures. Using Lot man’s
and Peirce’s se mi otic the or ies, cul tural com munit ies are un der stood
as se mi otic spaces or se mio spheres, and the ap pro pri ation of sym‐ 
bols as ste reo typ iz a tion which en tails the re moval of in ter pretant
signs from the bor rowed sym bol. Due to a power im bal ance between
the ap pro pri ator and ap pro pri ated, the res ult is fur ther mar gin al iz a‐ 
tion and loss of cul tural iden tity in the sub or din ated cul tures.
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Cul tural con tact and cul tural ex change are in today’s di gital and glob‐ 
al ized world for the most part in ev it able and this ap plies to the music
in dustry as part of the lar ger en ter tain ment in dustry. The se mi otic
method can aid in the pro cess of cul tural con tact by provid ing in sight
into the form a tion and propaga tion of cul tural sym bols and their as‐ 
so ci ated in ter pretant signs. Po ten tial areas for fur ther re search in‐ 
clude the film and the fash ion in dus tries. By fa cil it at ing deeper in‐ 
sight into the form a tion of cul tural sym bols and their role as ad hes ive
ele ments of a cul ture, nearly all cases of cul tural ap pro pri ation can be
avoided. On the other hand, in creas ing the vis ib il ity of mar gin al ized
cul tures in the media can present a more ac cur ate por trayal of those
cul tures and aid in dis pelling the mis con cep tions and gen er al iz a tions
which lead to the form a tion of ste reo types. In vest ig a tion and rep res ‐
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RÉSUMÉS

Français
Le but de ces re cherches est d'exa mi ner le phé no mène de l'ap pro pria tion
cultu relle dans l'in dus trie mu si cale dans le contexte de la sé mio tique cultu‐ 
relle (J. Lot man, 2019; R. Barthes, 1967). Le pré sent tra vail exa mi ne ra les si‐ 
gni fi ca tions sym bo liques as so ciées à l'image pro je tée par les ar tistes mu si‐ 
caux. Compte tenu de la com plexi té du pro blème, on uti li se ra une ap proche
sé mio tique mul ti dis ci pli naire. On ana ly se ra des sym boles, des as pects ves ti‐ 
men taires et des gestes re con nus comme étant des ex pres sions cultu rel le‐ 
ment ap pro priées de l'image que s’en fait l'ar tiste en ques tion. Étant donné
la ra re té de re cherches exis tantes sur l'ap pro pria tion cultu relle au ni veau de
l'in dus trie mu si cale, nous pos tu lons que la sé mio tique cultu relle est à même
de four nir un aper çu sur les ori gines et les di vers im pacts de l'ap pro pria tion
cultu relle (Le nard et Ba lint, 2019), en rap port avec l'image pro je tée des mu‐ 
si ciens pop. La re cherche sera d’ordre dia chro nique, avec des études de cas
de puis les dé buts de la mu sique pop (Elvis Pres ley) jusqu’à des mu si ciens
contem po rains (Emi nem, Iggy Aza lea, Aria na Grande). On en tend ainsi
prou ver l’in ci dence crois sante du phé no mène d’ap pro pria tion cultu relle
dans un laps de temps dé ter mi né, consé quence d’une in ter ac tion ac crue et
de chan ge ments sur ve nus dans la consom ma tion de mu sique nu mé rique.
L'ana lyse sé mio tique se concen tre ra sur des as pects ves ti men taires
(Barthes, 1967), des gestes (Mor ris, 1971), et sur cer tains signes phy siques
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sup plé men taires, ca rac té ris tiques de chaque ar tiste, sus cep tibles d’être rat‐ 
ta chés à l'ap pro pria tion cultu relle (Le nard et Ba lint, 2019; Mos ley et Bier nat,
2021). Cha cun de ces as pects dis tinc tifs fera l’objet d’une com pa rai son quant
à sa fonc tion sé mio tique au sein d’une culture au toch tone don née par rap‐ 
port à la culture ap pro priée. Le sym bo lisme d’une telle fonc tion sera mis en
re la tion sé mio tique afin d’iden ti fier les dé tour ne ments de sens oc ca sion nés
par le trans fert cultu rel. Les ré sul tats de l'ana lyse sé mio tique du pré sent
tra vail met tront en lu mière les élé ments cultu rels en jeu, en lien avec la ten‐ 
dance crois sante de l'ap pro pria tion cultu relle au sein de l'in dus trie mu si‐ 
cale, et dé mon tre ront com ment l'ap pro pria tion cultu relle est de ve nue une
ten dance per cep tible et ins tal lée dans la mu sique contem po raine.

English
The aim of this study is to ex am ine the phe nomenon of cul tural ap pro pri‐ 
ation in the music in dustry within the con text of cul tural se mi ot ics (J. Lot‐ 
man, 2019; R. Barthes, 1967). This re search paper will ex am ine the sym bolic
mean ings as so ci ated with the pro jec ted image of a music artist. Given the
com plex ity of the prob lem, we will use a multi- disciplinary se mi otic ap‐ 
proach. We will ana lyze the sym bols and signs of cloth ing and ges tures that
are re cog nized as cul tur ally ap pro pri ated ex pres sions of the artist's image.
Since the ex ist ing re search on cul tural ap pro pri ation within the music in‐ 
dustry has been scarce, we be lieve that the se mi ot ics of cul ture can provide
in sight into the ori gins and ef fects of cul tural ap pro pri ation (Lenard and
Bal int, 2019) con nec ted to the pro jec ted image of pop u lar mu si cians. The
cor pus will be eval u ated dia chron ic ally, with case stud ies ran ging from the
early stages of pop u lar music (Elvis Pres ley) to con tem por ary mu si cians
(Em inem, Iggy Aza lea, Ariana Grande). We ex pect to find a rising in cid ence
of cul tural ap pro pri ation along the tem poral axis, which is a con sequence of
both in creased con nectiv ity and the shift to di gital music con sump tion. The
se mi otic ana lysis will focus on cloth ing (Barthes, 1967), ges tures (Mor ris,
1971) and some ad di tional phys ical as pects of artist brand ing, which are can‐ 
did ates for cul tural ap pro pri ation (Lenard and Bal int, 2019; Mos ley and
Biernat, 2021). For each as pect, a com par ison between its se mi otic func tion
within the in di gen ous cul ture and the ap pro pri ated cul ture will be made.
The cor res pond ing sym bol ism of the func tion will then be as sessed from a
se mi otic per spect ive with a focus on the shift in mean ing as a res ult of such
cul tural trans fer. The res ults of the se mi otic ana lysis will shed light on the
cul tural ele ments at play in the rising trend of cul tural ap pro pri ation within
the music in dustry and un cover why cul tural ap pro pri ation has be come a
trend among con tem por ary mu si cians.
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