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Certified Professional Course in History of Fashion Criticism

Fashion criticism and cultural appropriation

Fashion Criticism:

Fashion criticism refers to the analysis and evaluation of fashion trends, styles, designers, and collections. It
involves assessing the aesthetic, cultural, and social implications of clothing and accessories. Fashion critics
often write reviews of fashion shows, comment on red carpet looks, and provide insights into the industry's
evolution. They play a crucial role in shaping public opinion and influencing consumer preferences.

Cultural Appropriation:

Cultural appropriation occurs when elements of a marginalized culture are adopted by members of a
dominant culture without proper acknowledgment or respect. In the context of fashion, cultural
appropriation refers to the use of traditional clothing, symbols, or practices from a specific culture without
understanding their significance or historical context. This can lead to the commodification of cultural
heritage and the perpetuation of stereotypes. Fashion designers and brands have faced backlash for
appropriating Indigenous, African, Asian, and other cultural motifs in their collections.

History of Fashion Criticism:

The history of fashion criticism can be traced back to the late 18th century when fashion magazines and
newspapers began to emerge. Critics such as Charles Baudelaire and Oscar Wilde provided insightful
commentary on clothing and style, elevating fashion to an art form. In the 20th century, the rise of fashion
journalism and the proliferation of fashion shows further solidified the role of critics in the industry. Today,
fashion criticism is a multidisciplinary field that combines elements of art history, sociology, and cultural
studies.

Evolution of Fashion Criticism:

The evolution of fashion criticism has been shaped by technological advancements, changing consumer
behavior, and the democratization of the industry. With the advent of social media and digital platforms,
fashion critics now have a global reach and can engage directly with their audience. The rise of street style
photography and influencer culture has also influenced the way fashion is critiqued and consumed. Critics
are now expected to provide real-time commentary, analysis, and trend forecasts to stay relevant in a fast-
paced industry.

Role of Fashion Critics:

Fashion critics play a vital role in shaping the public's perception of fashion and influencing industry trends.

They provide valuable insights into the creative process, craftsmanship, and cultural significance of clothing.
Critics help consumers navigate the vast landscape of fashion, separating the innovative from the derivative.
By championing emerging designers, challenging established norms, and promoting diversity, fashion critics
contribute to the ongoing dialogue about style, identity, and expression.

Responsibilities of Fashion Critics:
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Fashion critics have a responsibility to uphold ethical standards, promote inclusivity, and support
sustainable practices in the industry. They should strive to provide fair, objective, and constructive feedback
to designers and brands. Critics must also be mindful of their own biases, privileges, and blind spots when
evaluating fashion. By engaging in thoughtful discourse, fostering creativity, and amplifying diverse voices,
fashion critics can help shape a more equitable and inclusive future for the industry.

Challenges in Fashion Criticism:

Fashion criticism faces several challenges in today's digital age, including the rise of influencer culture, the
proliferation of fake news, and the pressure to produce content quickly. Critics must navigate a crowded
media landscape, compete for readers' attention, and adapt to changing consumer preferences. They also
grapple with issues of representation, authenticity, and accountability in their work. Despite these
challenges, fashion critics continue to play a crucial role in shaping the industry and fostering meaningful
dialogue about style and culture.

Examples of Fashion Criticism:

Some notable examples of fashion criticism include reviews of major fashion shows, profiles of influential
designers, and analyses of industry trends. Publications such as Vogue, The New York Times, and Business of
Fashion feature in-depth coverage of fashion events and personalities. Critics like Cathy Horyn, Suzy
Menkes, and Robin Givhan are respected voices in the industry known for their incisive commentary and
keen insights. Fashion blogs, podcasts, and social media platforms also offer alternative perspectives on
style and culture.

Practical Applications of Fashion Criticism:

Fashion criticism has practical applications in various sectors of the industry, including design, marketing,
and retail. Designers can use feedback from critics to refine their collections, experiment with new
techniques, and connect with their audience. Brands can leverage reviews and critiques to build credibility,
drive sales, and shape their brand identity. Retailers can benefit from fashion criticism by curating their
product selection, identifying emerging trends, and engaging with consumers in a meaningful way.

Challenges of Cultural Appropriation:

Cultural appropriation poses several challenges for the fashion industry, including accusations of
insensitivity, exploitation, and erasure of marginalized cultures. Designers and brands risk facing backlash,
boycotts, and reputational damage when they appropriate cultural symbols without proper context or
consent. The lack of diversity and representation in the industry exacerbates these issues, perpetuating
harmful stereotypes and reinforcing power imbalances. Educating oneself about different cultures,
collaborating with community members, and giving credit where it's due are essential steps to address the
challenges of cultural appropriation.

Examples of Cultural Appropriation in Fashion:

Numerous examples of cultural appropriation in fashion have sparked controversy and criticism over the
years. From using sacred Indigenous patterns without permission to romanticizing African tribal aesthetics
for profit, designers have been called out for appropriating cultural heritage for commercial gain. High-
profile incidents involving blackface, headdresses, and traditional garments worn out of context have
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highlighted the need for greater awareness and accountability in the industry. Brands like Gucci, Prada, and
H&M have faced backlash for their insensitive depictions of cultural motifs in their collections.

Impact of Cultural Appropriation:

The impact of cultural appropriation in fashion extends beyond the industry, affecting communities,
identities, and social relations. When cultural symbols are commodified, misrepresented, or stripped of their
meaning, it can lead to feelings of alienation, disempowerment, and discrimination among marginalized
groups. Cultural appropriation perpetuates harmful stereotypes, reinforces colonial legacies, and
undermines the autonomy of indigenous peoples. By raising awareness, promoting dialogue, and fostering
mutual respect, the fashion industry can work towards a more inclusive and equitable future for all.

Addressing Cultural Appropriation:

To address cultural appropriation in fashion, designers, brands, and critics must take proactive steps to
educate themselves, engage with diverse communities, and promote cultural exchange in a respectful
manner. This includes consulting with cultural experts, seeking permission from indigenous artists, and
giving credit to the sources of inspiration. Brands can also support initiatives that empower marginalized
creators, celebrate cultural diversity, and challenge Eurocentric beauty standards. By fostering mutual
understanding and collaboration, the fashion industry can move towards a more ethical and inclusive
approach to creativity and expression.
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