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     Native American culture is full of symbols, traditions, myths, and rituals that are 

unique to the native culture and foreign to Western approaches. “In Indigenous 

communities, beliefs, images, stories, and traditions are tied specifically to concrete 

features of the land, environment, and community” (Martin 24). These specific concepts 

are valued highly and passed on through generations. The meanings of specific symbols 

are clearly defined and understood by members of the community universally. “Although 

new meanings can enhance understanding, images and symbols gain power and meaning 

through specific contexts and cultural traditions that require respect, interaction in the 

environment, and care or caretaking” (Martin 24–25). These symbols hence need passing 

on, need to be valued, and need to be taught for them to represent the meaning intended.  

     But before the meaning of symbols for different cultures can be discussed, the concept 

of culture needs to be defined first. We understand culture as “a whole, complex system 

of customs and beliefs – the way of life, in other words, of an entire people” (Howells 

and Negreiros 138). Culture is not only a means of understanding the self  (Howells and 

Negreiros 138) but more specifically of defining the other. By defining what we are not, 

by creating a periphery of what is appropriate for one culture, we create the other. 

     When looking at cultural texts, it is essential to note that their meanings are always 

arbitrary. One word, one symbol, one image can mean many different things. All texts 

are explicitly encoded for the culture they are written in and have a specific meaning. 

However, their meaning is never natural. Since cultures are always “the result of historical 

rather than natural forces. The status quo, therefore, is neither natural nor inevitable” 

(Howells and Negreiros 122). Hence why a symbol can be read and understood in many 

different ways, depending on the culture they are produced, and the culture they are read 

in. 

     When looking at visual culture, it must be remembered not to perceive the meaning of 

a symbol as given and unchanging. The historical context needs to be considered and 

also, maybe even more importantly, respected. The way we approach different cultures 

and their symbols, texts, and other visual media provides us with an understanding of 

how our own culture is set up. “Past and present visual images, epistemologies, traditions, 

history, and social cognitive frameworks [of our and other cultures] inform experience 

and construct the worlds we live in, as well as framing beliefs we hold about the world” 

(Martin 18). 

     One of the most easily accessible forms of visual culture is photographs. Especially in 

the age of social media, images, and photos, distributed via platforms such as Instagram 
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or Facebook, provide us with valuable insights into other cultures and communities that 

otherwise may not be accessible. “In other words, visual culture has the power to frame, 

manage, and manipulate our understandings of the world” (Martin 22) as a whole, instead 

of being limited to personal cultural experiences. Photographers like William Albert 

Allard travel the world for the magazine National Geographic and take pictures of 

different countries, cultures, and peoples.  

 

 
Fig. 1: Screenshot of Instagram Post. National Geographic. Screenshot. 2020. Source: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CG3SvGEjFlI/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link Web. December 20, 2020. 

 

I had been asked to photograph an essay on the rodeo for National Geographic, and 

considering that I’d spent the previous decade focusing on the American West and the 

cowboy, I wondered whether I still could find visual inspiration. I soon discovered 

that, as with so many stories, no matter the country, the place, the event, or the people, 

the best pictures are often found around the edges. (Allard) 

 

     For Allard any many photographers alike, visiting different cultures and engaging with 

the other in the periphery of their Western ‘home’ culture is an adventurous trip into the 

‘unknown.’ After having photographed, they return to their culture and report the things 

they have seen by decoding them with their ‘Western tool kit.’ “I have no idea who won 

that contest, but I’ve always been grateful for being present to witness this scene, this 

moment” (Allard). As seen in Fig. 1, a ritual that could have been one of the most 

important traditions of the tribe and its cultural specifics, hence, is lost to the lens of a 

camera and the world view of the photographer behind it. 
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     For a Western reader, the image holds many symbols that are associated with savagery. 

Natives, living like nomadic tribes in teepees, having to ride horses instead of driving 

cars, wearing colorful clothing including feathers and beads indicates savagery. These 

symbols are indicators of the other, of a life in the periphery of the Western culture at the 

center. However, for members of the tribe, which’s name conveniently reminds 

unmentioned, the ritual and the associated symbols are much more than what a Western 

reader can decode. The rider in Fig. 1, named Acosia Red Elk, and her horse are draped 

in traditional clothing, including feathers, beading, and buckskins. Especially feathers are 

something that is traditionally associated with native tribes in Western cultures. However, 

their symbolic meaning in native cultures is lost. In native cultures, “[t]he feather 

symbolizes trust, honor, strength, wisdom, power, freedom and many more things. To be 

given one of these is to be hand picked out of the rest of the men or women in the tribe - 

it’s like getting a gift from a high official “(indians.org). Depending on the bird the feather 

has come from, there are many more meanings associated top the symbols. Eagles 

feathers, for example, are perceived as symbols from above, God-given presents with 

unique connections to the heavens (indians.org).  

     The feathers are worn and displayed by native tribes and members of native cultures 

proudly and have a high cultural value. They add to the social and cultural capital and 

indicate a specific position within the community. This information, the meaning of the 

feathers Acosia Red Elk has worn because she “was competing in the American Indian 

Beauty Contest” (Allard), that they are more than just pretty decorative pieces worn as 

fashion statements is lost in the picture. By not giving background information, not caring 

about the ritual at hand, and presenting the highly symbolic feathers as beauty items, 

Allard, as many other Westerns dipping their toes into different cultures, is part of 

othering and reducing members of other cultures to stigmatized symbols.  

     Another critical aspect in this context is cultural appropriation. By definition, cultural 

appropriation describes the act of taking a stigmatized symbol or artifacts from one 

culture, such as feathers and beads, from a discriminated minority and adapting them into 

another culture as a means of fashion or pop culture without giving credit to the culture 

of origin. Especially during festivities such as Halloween and carnival, cultural 

appropriation is a significant problem for many cultures. This trivialization of symbols, 

which are rich in meaning and essential aspects of the culture they belong to, further 

ridicules and discriminates against said culture; especially when the display of the 
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symbol, such as a Native American war bonnet, is seen as negative and an act of savagery 

when worn by a Native person. 

     By taking meaningful symbols from other cultures and displaying them as 

decontextualized pieces of art, visual culture, especially in digital media such as social 

media platforms, plays a significant role in the othering of cultures and peoples located 

in the periphery of Western cultures. In turn, the members of these discriminated and 

stigmatized cultures only have two possibilities: 1) removing symbols such as feathers 

from their culture and leaving their cultural heritage behind to become as Westernized as 

possible to avoided discrimination or 2) reclaim their culture and educated others about 

the importance and the meaning of symbols in their culture. While many, for lack of 

accessibility, have chosen the first option for the longest time, digital culture has given 

members of other cultures the possibility to visualize themselves according to their 

symbols’ meaning. Influencers on Instagram, such as @notoriouscree, have started to use 

the platform to display their culture and educate others. They reclaim their heritage and 

visualize themselves the way they should always have been envisioned.   
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