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Unit 2: Cultural Appropriation  
 

We’ll spend our first week exploring cultural appropriation, with the goal of defining this term and 
providing tips (if any) for respectful borrowing.  Then, we’ll turn our attention to Moana to explore 
Disney’s use of indigenous material to create its latest blockbuster.  To help break the writing process 
down, I’ve divided the essay into parts.  
 
Part 1:  General Definition (about 25% of the essay) 
So...what’s the fuss about cultural appropriation?  Does it exist, or is it just the whining of a few “social 
justice warriors” with too much time on their hands?  If it does exist, what is it, and what’s important 
when it comes to borrowing from other cultures? 
 
Part 2:  Argument on cultural appropriation and Moana (about 75% of the essay) 
Based on your understanding of cultural appropriation, do you think Disney’s borrowing in Moana was 
done respectfully?  Write an argument defending and/or criticizing Disney’s use of Pacific Island cultures 
in this film.  
 
Definition Texts:   

Burqa Lady Gaga’s music video on Youtube. 

Don’t Cash Crop on My Cornrows 
 

Amandla Stenberg’s Youtube video argues against 
cultural appropriation-- especially when it comes to 
black women’s hairstyles. 

“South Park is Gay”  
(Season 7, episode 8--available on Hulu) 

South Park’s straight men appropriate the 
metrosexual craze.  

New York Times “Room for Debate”:“Whose 
Culture Is It, Anyhow?” 

These five New York Times articles will help us 
define cultural appropriation--and provide examples 
of both what experts say it is and is not. 

“Hands Off My Culture!”:The Myth of 
Cultural Appropriation 

This YouTube video by Roaming Milennial argues 
that cultural appropriation doesn’t exist. 

7 Myths about Cultural Appropriation  This Decoded MTV video, hosted by Franchesca 
Ramsey, was posted on Nov 11, 2015. 

 
 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KXejDhRGOuI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RupFwNITqxA
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/08/04/whose-culture-is-it-anyhow
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/08/04/whose-culture-is-it-anyhow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vh7c7PSVubE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O1KJRRSB_XA&list=PLYyOcouEPRGO2At6lcOsk2eNw_AMl8eE5&index=2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vh7c7PSVubE
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Argument (Moana) Texts:  
I’ve photocopied these articles to provide an easy way to annotate them and to help you borrow 
information carefully.  However, because most articles include links and photos, they are best read online. 
 

1 “Moana is a Rare and Wonderful Celebration of the 
Pacific islands – This Movie is Us” 

This article, written by Madeleine Chapman, 
appeared in The Guardian on 12/22/16.  

2 “How Pacific Islanders Helped Disney’s Moana Find its 
Way” 

This article, written by Joanna Robinson, 
appeared in Vanity Fair on 11/16/16. 

3 “The Kiwi Stars of Moana Fought Hard to Ensure the 
Film’s Mana, but One May Even Have Risked His Job” 

This article, written by Siena Yates, appeared 
in The New Zealand Herald on 12/12/16 

4 “Disney Taps Hawaii Ties to Get Moana Right” 
(I like this view of the article.) 

This Honolulu Star Advertiser article by Jason 
Genegabus appeared on 11/13/16.  

5 Vilsoni Hereniko's ideas from the Mana Moana 
Facebook page       (Mana Moana) 

Dr. Hereniko, a native of Fiji, is a filmmaker 
and professor at UH Manoa’s Academy for 
Creative Media. 

6 “Moana” is Turning Culture into Cash—Here’s Why it 
Matters for Hawai‘i” 

Don Wallace wrote this for Honolulu 
Magazine on 12/2/16.  

7 “How the Story of "Moana" and Maui Holds Up Against 
Cultural Truths” 

This article appeared online in Smithsonian on 
12/2/16. 

8 Is Disney’s Portrayal of Maui, a Polynesia Demigod, in 
Moana Culturally Insensitive? 

Wesley Yiin penned this article in The 
Washington Post on 6/28/16. 

9 “Goddess Hina: The Missing Heroine from Disneyʼs 
Moana” 

This article was written by Tevita O. Ka’ili for 
The Huffington Post on 11/26/16. 

10 “Don’t Swallow (or be Swallowed by) Disney’s 
‘Culturally Authenticated Moana’” 

Vicente M. Diaz wrote this for Indian Country 
Media Network on 11/13/16. 

11 “Defining Good Practice in Cultural Exchange” Written by Mary Rokonadravu, this article 
appeared on Medium.com on 10/16/16 

 

Moana, directed by John Musker and Ron Clements, was released by Disney on 11/23/16. 

Video clips from Moana are available on Youtube.  This is a 13:55 minute compilation of trailers and clips, 
including this one of the Kakamora.  There are also videos of most of the movie’s songs: “How Far I’ll Go,” I 
Am Moana” (Song of the Ancestors),  “You’re Welcome,”   “Shiny,”  “We Know the Way,” “Know Who You 
Are,” and probably a lot more! 

Essay 3:  Definition/Argument 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fFfeNXhjlUM
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/06/28/is-disneys-portrayal-of-maui-a-polynesian-demigod-in-moana-racially-insensitive/?utm_term=.6ea7bd08ce4a
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/06/28/is-disneys-portrayal-of-maui-a-polynesian-demigod-in-moana-racially-insensitive/?utm_term=.6ea7bd08ce4a
https://medium.com/@tulani/defining-good-practice-in-cultural-exchange-9031ed412506#.2faeilhfp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4zUgOHzpEWI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=igGLXfKASuw
http://www.staradvertiser.com/2016/11/13/features/disney-taps-hawaii-ties-to-get-moana-right/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/how-story-moana-and-maui-holds-against-cultural-truths-180961258/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lg_cweoJXyo&list=PL2-urtavm4Sfm_6FRkDe4PJslBPHjAB6O&index=27
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/entertainment/news/article.cfm?c_id=1501119&objectid=11766195
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/news/opinions/dont-swallow-or-be-swallowed-by-disneys-culturally-authenticated-moana/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/5839f343e4b0a79f7433b6e5?timestamp=1480199777827
http://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2016/11/moana-oceanic-trust-disney-controversy-pacific-islanders-polynesia
http://www.honolulumagazine.com/Honolulu-Magazine/December-2016/Moana-is-Turning-Culture-into-Cash-Heres-Why-it-Matters-for-Hawaii/#.WEjQcjwQ5ps.facebook
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/news/opinions/dont-swallow-or-be-swallowed-by-disneys-culturally-authenticated-moana/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubZrAmRxy_M&index=4&list=PL2-urtavm4Sfm_6FRkDe4PJslBPHjAB6O
https://www.facebook.com/manamoanawearemoanawearemaui/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=93lrosBEW-Q&index=3&list=PL2-urtavm4Sfm_6FRkDe4PJslBPHjAB6O
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cPAbx5kgCJo&index=1&list=PL2-urtavm4Sfm_6FRkDe4PJslBPHjAB6O
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/dec/23/moana-is-a-rare-and-wonderful-celebration-of-the-pacific-islands-this-movie-is-us
http://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2016/11/moana-oceanic-trust-disney-controversy-pacific-islanders-polynesia
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/dec/23/moana-is-a-rare-and-wonderful-celebration-of-the-pacific-islands-this-movie-is-us
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/how-story-moana-and-maui-holds-against-cultural-truths-180961258/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/06/28/is-disneys-portrayal-of-maui-a-polynesian-demigod-in-moana-racially-insensitive/?utm_term=.6ea7bd08ce4a
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/news/opinions/dont-swallow-or-be-swallowed-by-disneys-culturally-authenticated-moana/
http://www.honolulumagazine.com/Honolulu-Magazine/December-2016/Moana-is-Turning-Culture-into-Cash-Heres-Why-it-Matters-for-Hawaii/#.WEjQcjwQ5ps.facebook
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mtmSaVy2wY2cz_l-pvdT2IhVsRRKa9pZ9Lq-N0XWKUs/edit
http://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2016/11/moana-oceanic-trust-disney-controversy-pacific-islanders-polynesia
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lg_cweoJXyo&list=PL2-urtavm4Sfm_6FRkDe4PJslBPHjAB6O&index=27
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79DijItQXMM&list=PL2-urtavm4Sfm_6FRkDe4PJslBPHjAB6O&index=2
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/5839f343e4b0a79f7433b6e5?timestamp=1480199777827
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/entertainment/news/article.cfm?c_id=1501119&objectid=11766195
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mtmSaVy2wY2cz_l-pvdT2IhVsRRKa9pZ9Lq-N0XWKUs/edit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fFfeNXhjlUM
https://www.facebook.com/manamoanawearemoanawearemaui/photos/a.177522282695323.1073741828.176731972774354/203028483478036/?type=3&theater
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/entertainment/news/article.cfm?c_id=1501119&objectid=11766195
http://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2016/11/moana-oceanic-trust-disney-controversy-pacific-islanders-polynesia
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/news/opinions/dont-swallow-or-be-swallowed-by-disneys-culturally-authenticated-moana/
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Definition ● Define cultural appropriation and either provide some tips on how to borrow 
from another culture respectfully, or the key concerns regarding this issue. 

● Provide a few brief examples as needed to communicate clearly to readers. 

Argument 
 

● In your opinion, was Disney’s borrowing from Pacific Island cultures done 
respectfully in its creation of Moana?  Your answer to that question will 
become your thesis. 

 
● To create your argument, consider referring to your definition’s tips or key 

concerns, and then explain how Disney either did or did not commit cultural 
appropriation in the making of Moana  Include ideas and insights learned 
from the Moana assignment texts, as well. 

 
● Explain your reasons with examples from the Moana assignment texts and 

the film Moana to bring your ideas to life and make them clear. 
 

● Your audience includes general readers who have not read or viewed these 
texts, so be specific.  

Requirements: Essay: 
● State your thesis clearly--somewhere near the start of your essay. 
● Synthesize evidence from multiple sources to explain and support your 

points. 
● Explain ideas with examples from the assignment texts and Moana to make 

your points clear. 
● If it helps to include a photograph, you may do so, but you must explain the 

point you want readers to get from the photo and cite it. 
● Cite a minimum of five of the assignment texts. 

 
General: 

● Write most of your essay in your own words.  It’s OK to include brief 
quotations, but make sure they are essential to making your point, and that 
they are introduced and explained. 

● Regarding pronouns: it’s fine to use “I.” But: avoid the pronoun “you.” 
● Use MLA format for your first page, in-text citations, and WC list. 
● Depth: 5-6 pages (not including WC list or photos) 
● Projected due date: 3/17 
● Points: 100 

 
 

Rubric:  Essay 3: Definition/Argument 
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Detail Description Weight 

Thesis/Title ● The essay states the thesis clearly, somewhere near the 
essay’s start  

● This thesis is like an umbrella statement that’s general 
enough to fit the whole essay, yet narrow enough to say 
something meaningful. 

● The essay’s title reflects the thesis. 

5% 

Support ● The essay supports its ideas with specific examples 
from at least five of the assignment texts. 

● The essay makes readers think.  Critical thinking and 
creativity are evident; it’s clear the writer has thought 
about these ideas. 

35% 

Organization ● The essay includes a clear definition in its first section; 
subsequent sections express main reasons for each part 
of the argument. 

● The essay includes clear “skeleton” statements in the 
student writer’ own words to separate points from 
evidence 

● The essay includes clear transitions both within and 
between sub-issues to help readers follow. 

20% 

Borrowed Information ● Most of the essay is written in the student writer’s own 
words.  

● Paraphrasing is complete, quoting is exact & fits the 
grammar of the essay’s sentences, and quotations are 
introduced and explained. 

10% 

Format ● MLA8 is used for the essay’s first page, works cited list 
and in-text citations. 

10% 

Clarity ● The essay is clearly written and easy to understand, and 
free of almost all errors in spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation. 

● This essay uses the technical language terms we’ve 
defined in class to communicate clearly.   

20% 

   

Deductions: This is a five- to six-page essay minimum (not including works 
cited list or photos).  Essays shorter than five complete pages 
will be deducted 20% for each missing page or partial page. 

 

 


