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India’s Fashion Heritage: Examining Cultural Appropriation In Light of 

Sreepriya Kalathilperikamana 

School of Law, Christ

 

India has a rich cultural heritage, which has been vulnerable to appropriation by foreign industries. 

The paper primarily deals with the convergence of the increasing concerns over the cultural 

appropriation of Indian fashion industries in the global market and the role of the Geographical 

Indication Act,1999, in limiting it. The Act intends to safeguard the products that originate from 

specific places whereby restricting the unauthorized use of 

the Geographical Indication Act of 1999 in conserving the cultural values of the country, and at the 

same time examines the gaps existing in the legislation. However, the Act has flaws, such as neglecting 

the need to protect product designs and ethical concerns, which are frequently exploited in the global 

fashion industry. The paper also delves into the international efforts made to support the growing 

concerns of intellectual rights, such as the WIPO, TRIPS, whi

paper examines the recent case, the Prada

Geographical Indication Act, 1999, to provide a consolidated framework for preserving the 

country&#39;s cultural heritage. The paper addresses the need for stringent measures to safeguard and 

protect the Indian fashion industry from unauthorized usage of Indian heritage products by the global 

industry without any consent or compensation to the original manufacturers

 

Keywords: Cultural appropriation, Geographical Indications Act 1999, Indian fashion heritage,
Kolhapuri chappals, WIPO. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

India has a rich cultural heritage, which has been vulnerable to appropriation by foreign industries. 

The paper primarily deals with the convergence of the increasing concerns over the cultural 

appropriation of Indian fashion industries in the global market and the role of the Geographical 

Indication Act,1999, in limiting it. The Act intends to safeguard the products that originate from 

specific places whereby restricting the unauthorized use of the product. The paper explores the role of 

the Geographical Indication Act of 1999 in conserving the cultural values of the country, and at the 

same time examines the gaps existing in the legislation. However, the Act has flaws, such as neglecting 

d to protect product designs and ethical concerns, which are frequently exploited in the global 

fashion industry. The paper also delves into the international efforts made to support the growing 

concerns of intellectual rights, such as the WIPO, TRIPS, which are instrumental. Furthermore, the 

paper examines the recent case, the Prada-Kolhapuri Footwear case and analyzes the role of the 

Geographical Indication Act, 1999, to provide a consolidated framework for preserving the 

The paper addresses the need for stringent measures to safeguard and 

protect the Indian fashion industry from unauthorized usage of Indian heritage products by the global 

compensation to the original manufacturers. 

Cultural appropriation, Geographical Indications Act 1999, Indian fashion heritage,
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India’s Fashion Heritage: Examining Cultural Appropriation In Light of 

Dr. Sarbani Bhowmik Deb 

India has a rich cultural heritage, which has been vulnerable to appropriation by foreign industries. 

The paper primarily deals with the convergence of the increasing concerns over the cultural 

appropriation of Indian fashion industries in the global market and the role of the Geographical 

Indication Act,1999, in limiting it. The Act intends to safeguard the products that originate from 

the product. The paper explores the role of 

the Geographical Indication Act of 1999 in conserving the cultural values of the country, and at the 

same time examines the gaps existing in the legislation. However, the Act has flaws, such as neglecting 

d to protect product designs and ethical concerns, which are frequently exploited in the global 

fashion industry. The paper also delves into the international efforts made to support the growing 

ch are instrumental. Furthermore, the 

Kolhapuri Footwear case and analyzes the role of the 

Geographical Indication Act, 1999, to provide a consolidated framework for preserving the 

The paper addresses the need for stringent measures to safeguard and 

protect the Indian fashion industry from unauthorized usage of Indian heritage products by the global 

Cultural appropriation, Geographical Indications Act 1999, Indian fashion heritage, 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the current era, fashion trends travel across geographical borders with unprecedented speed. This has 

become an opportunity to fashion designers across the globe to create fusion pieces, enhancing 

innovation. Yet, unfortunately, sometimes the line between deriving inspiration and exploitation blur 

together, as cultural elements originated from decades old traditions are “inspired

featured on international runways, many a times, by costing the original artisans a huge portion of their 

income. Cultural appropriation takes place when someone who is not a part of a particular community 

adopts a style, practice, or product of significant value, often originating in that community, usually 

categorized as a minority1. 

The most recent example is adoption of the design of the Kolhapuri chappals by the luxury fashion 

brand Prada in 2025, wherein an artifact produced by lo

these detrimental effects, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 

reported in its 2022 survey a 12.5% decline in global exports of "creative goods”, which included 

handicrafts, artisan products, and design items, in the year 2020

by these local handicraft sectors and the artisans whose livelihood depends on them.

Geographical Indications are signs that denote products with certain qualities that creat

them and their geographical origin. In the International Law, such GIs are protected from treaties 

founded by World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the World Trade Organization 

(WTO). The first treaty that dealt with GIs was th

Property (1883)3. This treaty made proper indication of source for ethnic products mandatory, and 

provided remedies against false indication. This frame work was advanced with the Madrid Agreement 

of 1891 4 , where there were provisions to seize or prohibit goods that had false origin claims. 

Furthermore, the Lisbon Agreement (1958)

                                                           
1Tuvel, R. (2021). Putting the appropriator back in cultural appropriation. The British Journal of Aesthetics, 61(3), 353
372.https://doi.org/10.1093/aesthj/ayab010
2United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. (2022). Creative economy outlook 2022: The International Year of 
Creative Economy for Sustainable Development: Pathway to resilient creative industries (UNCTAD/DITC/TSCE/2022/1). 
Retrieved from https://unctad.org/system/files/official
3Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial Property, Mar. 20, 1883, as revised at Stockholm July 1
amended Sept. 28, 1979, https://www.wipo.int/treaties/en/ip/paris
4Madrid Agreement for the Repression of False or Deceptive Indications of Source on Goods, April 14, 1891 (as revised at 
Lisbon on October 31, 1958, and with Additional Act of Stockholm on July 14, 1967). World Intellectual Property 
Organization. Retrieved from https://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text/286779
5Lisbon – The International System of Appellations of Origin and Geographical Indications. (n.d.). World Intellectual 
Property Organization. Retrieved from https://www.wipo.int/en/web/lisbon
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In the current era, fashion trends travel across geographical borders with unprecedented speed. This has 

fashion designers across the globe to create fusion pieces, enhancing 

innovation. Yet, unfortunately, sometimes the line between deriving inspiration and exploitation blur 

together, as cultural elements originated from decades old traditions are “inspired

featured on international runways, many a times, by costing the original artisans a huge portion of their 

Cultural appropriation takes place when someone who is not a part of a particular community 

product of significant value, often originating in that community, usually 

The most recent example is adoption of the design of the Kolhapuri chappals by the luxury fashion 

brand Prada in 2025, wherein an artifact produced by local artisans were commodified.Consolidating 

these detrimental effects, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 

reported in its 2022 survey a 12.5% decline in global exports of "creative goods”, which included 

oducts, and design items, in the year 20202. This highlights the challenges faced 

by these local handicraft sectors and the artisans whose livelihood depends on them.

Geographical Indications are signs that denote products with certain qualities that creat

them and their geographical origin. In the International Law, such GIs are protected from treaties 

founded by World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the World Trade Organization 

(WTO). The first treaty that dealt with GIs was the Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial 

. This treaty made proper indication of source for ethnic products mandatory, and 

provided remedies against false indication. This frame work was advanced with the Madrid Agreement 

, where there were provisions to seize or prohibit goods that had false origin claims. 

Furthermore, the Lisbon Agreement (1958)5 brought forth a system to register appellations of origin, 

Putting the appropriator back in cultural appropriation. The British Journal of Aesthetics, 61(3), 353
https://doi.org/10.1093/aesthj/ayab010 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. (2022). Creative economy outlook 2022: The International Year of 
Creative Economy for Sustainable Development: Pathway to resilient creative industries (UNCTAD/DITC/TSCE/2022/1). 

https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditctsce2022d1_en.pdf. 
Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial Property, Mar. 20, 1883, as revised at Stockholm July 1

https://www.wipo.int/treaties/en/ip/paris 
Madrid Agreement for the Repression of False or Deceptive Indications of Source on Goods, April 14, 1891 (as revised at 

Lisbon on October 31, 1958, and with Additional Act of Stockholm on July 14, 1967). World Intellectual Property 
https://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text/286779 

The International System of Appellations of Origin and Geographical Indications. (n.d.). World Intellectual 
https://www.wipo.int/en/web/lisbon-system/ 
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In the current era, fashion trends travel across geographical borders with unprecedented speed. This has 

fashion designers across the globe to create fusion pieces, enhancing 

innovation. Yet, unfortunately, sometimes the line between deriving inspiration and exploitation blur 

together, as cultural elements originated from decades old traditions are “inspired” to create products 

featured on international runways, many a times, by costing the original artisans a huge portion of their 

Cultural appropriation takes place when someone who is not a part of a particular community 

product of significant value, often originating in that community, usually 

The most recent example is adoption of the design of the Kolhapuri chappals by the luxury fashion 

cal artisans were commodified.Consolidating 

these detrimental effects, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 

reported in its 2022 survey a 12.5% decline in global exports of "creative goods”, which included 

. This highlights the challenges faced 

by these local handicraft sectors and the artisans whose livelihood depends on them. 

Geographical Indications are signs that denote products with certain qualities that creates a link with 

them and their geographical origin. In the International Law, such GIs are protected from treaties 

founded by World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the World Trade Organization 

e Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial 

. This treaty made proper indication of source for ethnic products mandatory, and 

provided remedies against false indication. This frame work was advanced with the Madrid Agreement 

, where there were provisions to seize or prohibit goods that had false origin claims. 

brought forth a system to register appellations of origin, 

Putting the appropriator back in cultural appropriation. The British Journal of Aesthetics, 61(3), 353–

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. (2022). Creative economy outlook 2022: The International Year of 
Creative Economy for Sustainable Development: Pathway to resilient creative industries (UNCTAD/DITC/TSCE/2022/1). 

Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial Property, Mar. 20, 1883, as revised at Stockholm July 14, 1967, and as 

Madrid Agreement for the Repression of False or Deceptive Indications of Source on Goods, April 14, 1891 (as revised at 
Lisbon on October 31, 1958, and with Additional Act of Stockholm on July 14, 1967). World Intellectual Property 

The International System of Appellations of Origin and Geographical Indications. (n.d.). World Intellectual 
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and this agreement was amended further by the Geneva Act of 2015

facility for international access. The WTO’s TRIPS agreement of (1994)

standards for all WTO members, creating provisions for general protection against misleading uses.

In India, the GI Act has been established in 1999 as a domestic framework to register and protect 

products which got their significance due to their unique geographical origins. While diving into the 

Act, Sections 8 to 24 describes the conditions for registration, rights of autho

provisions against the infringement of registered GI products and misrepresentation of them as well. 

While this Act safeguards these products inside Indian territory, its comprehensive nature ceases to 

exist beyond India, particularly in the international fashion markets. This has adversely affected many 

of the decades old Indian artistry, undermining the livelihood of these local artisans. Apart from the few 

countries with whom India share a common international treaty or an agr

mechanisms to enforce this Act across the border, which results in market failures as well as 

unregulated production of Indian GIs as well.

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND METHOD

The research objectives of this paper are as follows:

To explore the role of the Geographical Indication Act, 1999, in conserving the cultural values of Indian 

heritage products, particularly in the fashion industryand limiting their unauthorized appropriation in 

the global market.  

To examine the gaps in the Geographi

Kolhapuri Footwear caseand assess the need for more stringent measures to better protect Indian 

cultural heritage from exploitation. 

The methodology followed in the drafting of this paper is d

analyzing on the Geographical Indications Act of 1999, the Prada Kolhapuri Case andresearch works 

affiliated to the same.  

  

                                                           
6 Lisbon Agreement for the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration of October 31, 1958, as 
revised at Stockholm on July 14, 1967, and as amended on September 28, 1979, September 28, 1979 (entered into force 
various dates; original 1958 Act entered into force September 25, 1966).
7  World Trade Organization. (1994). Agreement on Trade
Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, Annex 1C. Retrieved from 
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/27
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and this agreement was amended further by the Geneva Act of 20156to include broader GIs and create a 

facility for international access. The WTO’s TRIPS agreement of (1994)7 sets a set binding minimum 

standards for all WTO members, creating provisions for general protection against misleading uses.

been established in 1999 as a domestic framework to register and protect 

products which got their significance due to their unique geographical origins. While diving into the 

Act, Sections 8 to 24 describes the conditions for registration, rights of authorized users, and sets penal 

provisions against the infringement of registered GI products and misrepresentation of them as well. 

While this Act safeguards these products inside Indian territory, its comprehensive nature ceases to 

ularly in the international fashion markets. This has adversely affected many 

of the decades old Indian artistry, undermining the livelihood of these local artisans. Apart from the few 

countries with whom India share a common international treaty or an agreement, India lacks 

mechanisms to enforce this Act across the border, which results in market failures as well as 

unregulated production of Indian GIs as well. 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND METHOD 

The research objectives of this paper are as follows: 

the role of the Geographical Indication Act, 1999, in conserving the cultural values of Indian 

heritage products, particularly in the fashion industryand limiting their unauthorized appropriation in 

To examine the gaps in the Geographical Indication Act, 1999 particularly in the light of the Prada

Kolhapuri Footwear caseand assess the need for more stringent measures to better protect Indian 

 

The methodology followed in the drafting of this paper is doctrinal research methodology, primarily 

analyzing on the Geographical Indications Act of 1999, the Prada Kolhapuri Case andresearch works 

Lisbon Agreement for the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration of October 31, 1958, as 
July 14, 1967, and as amended on September 28, 1979, September 28, 1979 (entered into force 

various dates; original 1958 Act entered into force September 25, 1966).https://www.wipo.int/treaties/en/registration/lisbon/
World Trade Organization. (1994). Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights. Marrakesh 

Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, Annex 1C. Retrieved from 
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/27-trips_01_e.htm 

The ICFAI University Tripura 

 

P
a
g
e5

4 

include broader GIs and create a 

sets a set binding minimum 

standards for all WTO members, creating provisions for general protection against misleading uses. 

been established in 1999 as a domestic framework to register and protect 

products which got their significance due to their unique geographical origins. While diving into the 

rized users, and sets penal 

provisions against the infringement of registered GI products and misrepresentation of them as well. 

While this Act safeguards these products inside Indian territory, its comprehensive nature ceases to 

ularly in the international fashion markets. This has adversely affected many 

of the decades old Indian artistry, undermining the livelihood of these local artisans. Apart from the few 

eement, India lacks 

mechanisms to enforce this Act across the border, which results in market failures as well as 

the role of the Geographical Indication Act, 1999, in conserving the cultural values of Indian 

heritage products, particularly in the fashion industryand limiting their unauthorized appropriation in 

cal Indication Act, 1999 particularly in the light of the Prada-

Kolhapuri Footwear caseand assess the need for more stringent measures to better protect Indian 

octrinal research methodology, primarily 

analyzing on the Geographical Indications Act of 1999, the Prada Kolhapuri Case andresearch works 

Lisbon Agreement for the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration of October 31, 1958, as 
July 14, 1967, and as amended on September 28, 1979, September 28, 1979 (entered into force 

eaties/en/registration/lisbon/ 
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights. Marrakesh 

Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, Annex 1C. Retrieved from 
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LEGAL FRAMEWORKS 

International Frameworks  

The TRIPS Agreement7, through its articles 22, 23 & 24 has set a base standard for the purpose of 

protecting geographical indications of its member countries. Article 22 provides the general fra

for GI protection; defining them as signs identifying a particular product to a geographic origin, where 

essential features of that product is linked to that place. It also forbids misleading the public about 

where the good truly originated from. Wh

Agreement, Article 24 introduces the limitations and exceptions of GI rights. For instance, if pre

existing trademarks exists, or in case of generic terms like 

International frameworks that predate the TRIPS Agreement includes treated introduced by World 

Intellectual Property Organization [WIPO]. The Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial 

Property, 18833 first introduced provisions that mandated member states to provide remedies against 

false indications of source of these goods. Later, in 1891, the Madrid Agreement for the Repression of 

False or Deceptive Indications of Source on Goods

prohibition of importing of goods that had false origin claims compulsory.

the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration (1958, revised 1967)

brought forth a multilateral registration system for the appellations of origin, which are qualities 

exclusively attributed to a particular geographical environment. This Agreement was further enhanced 

to suit modern day’s needs through the Geneva Act of the Lisbon Agreement o

and Geographical Indications6 which, though drafted in 2015, was enforced only from 2020. This 

Actextended the international registration mechanism to broader GIs to align with the TRIPS definition. 

The unique feature of this Act is that it permits European Union and other similar intergovernmental 

organizations to access it, while maintaining the level of protection. 

The Geographical Indication Act,1999

The Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, 1999

result of India’s obligation under the TRIPS Agreement of 1994 by WTO, which required all member 

countries to provide protection for the Geographical Indications (GIs) as intellectual property. Enacted 

in 30 December 1999, the Act came into effect in 15 September 2003,providing a legal platform for the 

protection of traditional products with unique characteristics which are tied

by registering them.  

Section 2(e) of the Act defines a geographical indication as such

‘S.2(e) “geographical indication”, in relation to goods, means an indication which identifies such 
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, through its articles 22, 23 & 24 has set a base standard for the purpose of 

protecting geographical indications of its member countries. Article 22 provides the general fra

for GI protection; defining them as signs identifying a particular product to a geographic origin, where 

essential features of that product is linked to that place. It also forbids misleading the public about 

where the good truly originated from. While goods like wines and spirit is protected by Article 23 of the 

Agreement, Article 24 introduces the limitations and exceptions of GI rights. For instance, if pre

existing trademarks exists, or in case of generic terms like cheddar cheese.  

frameworks that predate the TRIPS Agreement includes treated introduced by World 

Intellectual Property Organization [WIPO]. The Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial 

first introduced provisions that mandated member states to provide remedies against 

false indications of source of these goods. Later, in 1891, the Madrid Agreement for the Repression of 

ndications of Source on Goods4 provided provisions that made seizure or 

prohibition of importing of goods that had false origin claims compulsory. The Lisbon Agreement for 

the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration (1958, revised 1967)

lateral registration system for the appellations of origin, which are qualities 

exclusively attributed to a particular geographical environment. This Agreement was further enhanced 

to suit modern day’s needs through the Geneva Act of the Lisbon Agreement on Appellations of Origin 

which, though drafted in 2015, was enforced only from 2020. This 

nal registration mechanism to broader GIs to align with the TRIPS definition. 

The unique feature of this Act is that it permits European Union and other similar intergovernmental 

organizations to access it, while maintaining the level of protection.  

eographical Indication Act,1999 

Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, 1999 

result of India’s obligation under the TRIPS Agreement of 1994 by WTO, which required all member 

ion for the Geographical Indications (GIs) as intellectual property. Enacted 

in 30 December 1999, the Act came into effect in 15 September 2003,providing a legal platform for the 

protection of traditional products with unique characteristics which are tied to their geographical origins 

Section 2(e) of the Act defines a geographical indication as such- 

‘S.2(e) “geographical indication”, in relation to goods, means an indication which identifies such 
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, through its articles 22, 23 & 24 has set a base standard for the purpose of 

protecting geographical indications of its member countries. Article 22 provides the general framework 

for GI protection; defining them as signs identifying a particular product to a geographic origin, where 

essential features of that product is linked to that place. It also forbids misleading the public about 

ile goods like wines and spirit is protected by Article 23 of the 

Agreement, Article 24 introduces the limitations and exceptions of GI rights. For instance, if pre-

frameworks that predate the TRIPS Agreement includes treated introduced by World 

Intellectual Property Organization [WIPO]. The Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial 

first introduced provisions that mandated member states to provide remedies against 

false indications of source of these goods. Later, in 1891, the Madrid Agreement for the Repression of 

provided provisions that made seizure or 

The Lisbon Agreement for 

the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration (1958, revised 1967)5 

lateral registration system for the appellations of origin, which are qualities 

exclusively attributed to a particular geographical environment. This Agreement was further enhanced 

n Appellations of Origin 

which, though drafted in 2015, was enforced only from 2020. This 

nal registration mechanism to broader GIs to align with the TRIPS definition. 

The unique feature of this Act is that it permits European Union and other similar intergovernmental 

 was established as a 

result of India’s obligation under the TRIPS Agreement of 1994 by WTO, which required all member 

ion for the Geographical Indications (GIs) as intellectual property. Enacted 

in 30 December 1999, the Act came into effect in 15 September 2003,providing a legal platform for the 

to their geographical origins 

‘S.2(e) “geographical indication”, in relation to goods, means an indication which identifies such 
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goods as agricultural goods, natural 

the territory of a country, or a region or locality in that territory, where a given quality, reputation or 

other characteristic of such goods is essentially attributable to its geographical or

where such goods are manufactured goods one of the activities of either the production or of processing 

or preparation of the goods concerned takes place in such territory, region or locality, as the case may 

be.’8 

This emphasizes that handicrafts and industrial goods are a part of the definition of Geographical 

Indication. Section 11 to 19 of the Act describes the detailed process of registration of a specific GI, 

while Sections 20-24 establishes the rights of autho

infringement including false use and misrepresentation. Though the Act was enacted with the overall 

protection of Indian Geographical Indications in mind, its application extends only till the territorial 

limit of Indian subcontinent.  

Theformation of the many characteristics that give the goods their distinctive geographical origins is 

influenced by various factors. They can either be substances found in nature, like the soil, climate of 

each region, the raw materials available, the level of moisture, or maybe the method used to produce 

these goods which has been passed down through generations. They can also be human factors, like the 

concentration of a specific business in one region or the adherence of th

In their paper, Geddam&Chandolia

Act as the core that initiated the registration of these products, provided rights to authorized users and 

penal remedies for the infringement of the same. But the primary thing that is to be noted is the 

territorial limit of the Act. Furthermore, the protection provided by the GI Act is simply in its name, that 

is, the Act does not protect the traditional knowledge or style

goods, just the registered names/ labels. This territorial limit prevents the Act from being enforced 

outside India, specifically in fashion and textile products, like Kolhapuri chappals.

In their paper,Geddam& Chandolia

their names, but must also value the collective community, their e

current limitations faced by the Act, leaves a structural gap between legal statutes and the reality of 

international markets. 

  

                                                           
8The Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, No. 48 of 1999, § 2(1)(e) (India).
9 Geddam, P. R., &Chandolia, L. (2024, July
preserving cultural heritage. IP Bulletin, 96
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goods as agricultural goods, natural goods or manufactured goods as originating, or manufactured in 

the territory of a country, or a region or locality in that territory, where a given quality, reputation or 

other characteristic of such goods is essentially attributable to its geographical or

where such goods are manufactured goods one of the activities of either the production or of processing 

or preparation of the goods concerned takes place in such territory, region or locality, as the case may 

This emphasizes that handicrafts and industrial goods are a part of the definition of Geographical 

Indication. Section 11 to 19 of the Act describes the detailed process of registration of a specific GI, 

24 establishes the rights of authorized GI users and the remedies available against 

infringement including false use and misrepresentation. Though the Act was enacted with the overall 

protection of Indian Geographical Indications in mind, its application extends only till the territorial 

Theformation of the many characteristics that give the goods their distinctive geographical origins is 

influenced by various factors. They can either be substances found in nature, like the soil, climate of 

w materials available, the level of moisture, or maybe the method used to produce 

these goods which has been passed down through generations. They can also be human factors, like the 

concentration of a specific business in one region or the adherence of the crafters to a specific standard.

Geddam&Chandolia9takes this discussion further, and terms Section 8 to 24 of the GI 

Act as the core that initiated the registration of these products, provided rights to authorized users and 

for the infringement of the same. But the primary thing that is to be noted is the 

territorial limit of the Act. Furthermore, the protection provided by the GI Act is simply in its name, that 

is, the Act does not protect the traditional knowledge or style that goes behind the production of these 

goods, just the registered names/ labels. This territorial limit prevents the Act from being enforced 

outside India, specifically in fashion and textile products, like Kolhapuri chappals.  

Chandolia9gives ample significance to the idea that GIs are not just limited to 

their names, but must also value the collective community, their efforts and reputation. However, the 

current limitations faced by the Act, leaves a structural gap between legal statutes and the reality of 

The Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, No. 48 of 1999, § 2(1)(e) (India).
., &Chandolia, L. (2024, July-December). Geographical indications – Balancing their protection and 

preserving cultural heritage. IP Bulletin, 96–112. 
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Act as the core that initiated the registration of these products, provided rights to authorized users and 
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CASE STUDY: Prada & the Kolhapuri Controversy

Case Summary 

The Kolhapuri chappal is a traditionally handcrafted leather sandals, created by artisans belonging to 

Kolhapur, Sangli, Satara and Solapur districts of Maharashtra and Bagalkot, Belgavi, Dharwad and 

Bijapur districts of Karnataka10, and got its GI Registration in 2019. This registration 

“Kolhapuri Chappals”, but it’s unique T

local artisans to national and international exploitation wherein the aesthetic elements of the chappals 

are “borrowing” without due credits being given.  

The Spring/ Summer 2026 menswear collection was revealed by Prada at the Milan Fashion Week in 

June 2025, that featured open toed leather sandals, which closely resembled the Kolhapuri chappal, a 

decades old traditional craft from the Ko

among netizens against Prada as the luxury fashion brand failed to give recognition to the original 

Indian artisans, marketing it merely as “toe

“Kolhapuri”, the design being presented as a generic sandal, avoided all claims of infringement under 

the GI Act.  

After the above incident, six advocates, led by Adv. Ganesh S. Hingmire, filed a PIL

Court of Bombay against the Italian luxu

product introduced by PRADA exploited the centuries old artisanal craft with no acknowledgement, 

authorization or proper credit given to the original Indian artisans. The PIL sought injunctions 

the commercialization of the sandals, a public apology to the artisans, compensation for damages, 

investigations by state authorities and guidelines for international brands that use products with the GI 

tag. 

Though this PIL was dismissed by the Ho

advocates who did not have direct proprietary interest, thus lacking locus standi, this case brought forth 

the legal vacuum present in the GI Actinto the public eye. The court also clarified that this dism

does not bar LIDCOM or LIDKAR (Sant Rohidas Leather Industries and Charmakar Development 

Corporation Ltd. (LIDCOM) of Maharashtra and Dr. Babu Jagjivan Ram Leather Industries 

Development Corporation Ltd. (LIDKAR) of Karnataka), the registered proprie

chappal, from pursuing civil suits against PRADA if infringement is perceived. 

                                                           
10Patil, A. (2019, June 21). Kolhapuri chappal gets GI tag after decade
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolhapur/kolhapuri
wait/articleshow/69885776.cms 
11Prof. Adv. Ganesh S. Hingmire& Ors. v. PRADA Group & Ors., 2025 SCC OnLine Bom 2681 (Bombay H.C. 2025).
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CASE STUDY: Prada & the Kolhapuri Controversy 

tionally handcrafted leather sandals, created by artisans belonging to 

Kolhapur, Sangli, Satara and Solapur districts of Maharashtra and Bagalkot, Belgavi, Dharwad and 

, and got its GI Registration in 2019. This registration 

“Kolhapuri Chappals”, but it’s unique T-strap design stays unprotected. This limitation exposes the 

local artisans to national and international exploitation wherein the aesthetic elements of the chappals 

its being given.   

The Spring/ Summer 2026 menswear collection was revealed by Prada at the Milan Fashion Week in 

June 2025, that featured open toed leather sandals, which closely resembled the Kolhapuri chappal, a 

decades old traditional craft from the Kolhapuri village in Maharashtra. This feature created a spark 

among netizens against Prada as the luxury fashion brand failed to give recognition to the original 

Indian artisans, marketing it merely as “toe-ring sandals”. As the brand did not use the GI nam

“Kolhapuri”, the design being presented as a generic sandal, avoided all claims of infringement under 

After the above incident, six advocates, led by Adv. Ganesh S. Hingmire, filed a PIL

Court of Bombay against the Italian luxury fashion brand and its Indian subsidiary, claiming that the 

product introduced by PRADA exploited the centuries old artisanal craft with no acknowledgement, 

authorization or proper credit given to the original Indian artisans. The PIL sought injunctions 

the commercialization of the sandals, a public apology to the artisans, compensation for damages, 

investigations by state authorities and guidelines for international brands that use products with the GI 

Though this PIL was dismissed by the Hon’ble High Court of Bombay as the Petitioners were 

advocates who did not have direct proprietary interest, thus lacking locus standi, this case brought forth 

the legal vacuum present in the GI Actinto the public eye. The court also clarified that this dism

does not bar LIDCOM or LIDKAR (Sant Rohidas Leather Industries and Charmakar Development 

Corporation Ltd. (LIDCOM) of Maharashtra and Dr. Babu Jagjivan Ram Leather Industries 

Development Corporation Ltd. (LIDKAR) of Karnataka), the registered proprietors of the Kolhapuri 

chappal, from pursuing civil suits against PRADA if infringement is perceived.  

Patil, A. (2019, June 21). Kolhapuri chappal gets GI tag after decade-long wait. The Times of India. Retr
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolhapur/kolhapuri-chappal-gets-gi-tag-after-decade-long 

Prof. Adv. Ganesh S. Hingmire& Ors. v. PRADA Group & Ors., 2025 SCC OnLine Bom 2681 (Bombay H.C. 2025).
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After the above incident, six advocates, led by Adv. Ganesh S. Hingmire, filed a PIL11 in the High 

ry fashion brand and its Indian subsidiary, claiming that the 

product introduced by PRADA exploited the centuries old artisanal craft with no acknowledgement, 

authorization or proper credit given to the original Indian artisans. The PIL sought injunctions against 

the commercialization of the sandals, a public apology to the artisans, compensation for damages, 

investigations by state authorities and guidelines for international brands that use products with the GI 

n’ble High Court of Bombay as the Petitioners were 

advocates who did not have direct proprietary interest, thus lacking locus standi, this case brought forth 

the legal vacuum present in the GI Actinto the public eye. The court also clarified that this dismissal 

does not bar LIDCOM or LIDKAR (Sant Rohidas Leather Industries and Charmakar Development 

Corporation Ltd. (LIDCOM) of Maharashtra and Dr. Babu Jagjivan Ram Leather Industries 

tors of the Kolhapuri 

long wait. The Times of India. Retrieved from 

Prof. Adv. Ganesh S. Hingmire& Ors. v. PRADA Group & Ors., 2025 SCC OnLine Bom 2681 (Bombay H.C. 2025). 



IUT Journal of Advanced Research and Development

Volume 9, No 2 (April2023–September2023) 

All rights are reserved by IUT Journal of Advanced Research and Development (IUT

                                                                                                                             

                                                                                                                                                                                            

 
 

 
 

Cultural and Economic Impact 

The Prada-Kolhapuri chappal controversy created severe anxiety among the artisan community, who 

heavily depended on the production of traditional, authentic Kolhapuri chappals. Many artisans that 

resided in the south western Kolhapur region of Maharashtra had passed down the techniques of 

crafting these sandals through generations. 

Critics who have dived into these artisans aft

belong to marginalized communities who has faced racial discrimination historically, like the Dalit 

Community12. This takes the cultural appropriation into a more severe level, ending in a form of cas

linked economic exploitation. Finally, though the luxury brand has initiated a project to manufacture 

sandals inspired by the Kolhapuri chappals by collaborating with the artisans

acknowledgement, profit sharing or collaboration betw

received during the Milan fashion week does little for the upbringing of the artisans whose craft and 

skills made the design possible.  

Legal Vacuum 

The GI Act protects the geographical indication of the pr

the origin of the product, not the actual designor cultural significance that existwith the design. Section 

20 to 24 of the Act provides that the rights are given to the use of such indication. An injured p

therefore, can only seek relief if anyone who is unauthorized misuses the GI name, or mislead any 

consumer about the origin of the product. Prada, by totally excluding the use of the name “Kolhapuri”, 

though they used the same T-Strap design, put its

arose from this, thus exposing a severe legal vacuum.

Critical Reflection 

This controversy opens our eyes into how the structure of the GI Act actually enables global brands to 

appropriate traditional Indian designs, disrespecting not only the good, but also the ancient craftmanship 

which has been handed down through generations. As law does not protect the traditional design, but 

only the name of the geographical origin, design imitations in internationa

obstacle, as long as the product’s GI name is not included. 

A legal loophole comes into existence because of this, often resulting in companies appropriating a 

traditional design under the guise of “inspiration”.Both the limits iden

                                                           
12‘Do They Have Gold in Them?’: The Indian Artisans Up in Arms over Prada’s Sandals
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cly801q2pw7o.
13Prada to Launch $930 'Made in India' Kolhapuri Sandals After Backlash
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/czxppe4q84do.
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Kolhapuri chappal controversy created severe anxiety among the artisan community, who 

ction of traditional, authentic Kolhapuri chappals. Many artisans that 

resided in the south western Kolhapur region of Maharashtra had passed down the techniques of 

crafting these sandals through generations.  

Critics who have dived into these artisans after the controversy has found that most of these artisans 

belong to marginalized communities who has faced racial discrimination historically, like the Dalit 

. This takes the cultural appropriation into a more severe level, ending in a form of cas

linked economic exploitation. Finally, though the luxury brand has initiated a project to manufacture 

sandals inspired by the Kolhapuri chappals by collaborating with the artisans13

acknowledgement, profit sharing or collaboration between the local artisans means that the recognition 

received during the Milan fashion week does little for the upbringing of the artisans whose craft and 

The GI Act protects the geographical indication of the product, that is, the name or symbol that signifies 

the origin of the product, not the actual designor cultural significance that existwith the design. Section 

20 to 24 of the Act provides that the rights are given to the use of such indication. An injured p

therefore, can only seek relief if anyone who is unauthorized misuses the GI name, or mislead any 

consumer about the origin of the product. Prada, by totally excluding the use of the name “Kolhapuri”, 

Strap design, put itself outside the ambit of the GI Act. No infringement 

arose from this, thus exposing a severe legal vacuum. 

This controversy opens our eyes into how the structure of the GI Act actually enables global brands to 

dian designs, disrespecting not only the good, but also the ancient craftmanship 

which has been handed down through generations. As law does not protect the traditional design, but 

only the name of the geographical origin, design imitations in international levels have no legal 

obstacle, as long as the product’s GI name is not included.  

A legal loophole comes into existence because of this, often resulting in companies appropriating a 

traditional design under the guise of “inspiration”.Both the limits identified with the act, one with 

?’: The Indian Artisans Up in Arms over Prada’s Sandals, BBC News (July 4, 2025), 
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cly801q2pw7o. 

Prada to Launch $930 'Made in India' Kolhapuri Sandals After Backlash, BBC News (Dec. 12, 2025), 
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/czxppe4q84do. 
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20 to 24 of the Act provides that the rights are given to the use of such indication. An injured party, 

therefore, can only seek relief if anyone who is unauthorized misuses the GI name, or mislead any 

consumer about the origin of the product. Prada, by totally excluding the use of the name “Kolhapuri”, 

elf outside the ambit of the GI Act. No infringement 

This controversy opens our eyes into how the structure of the GI Act actually enables global brands to 
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which has been handed down through generations. As law does not protect the traditional design, but 
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regards to scope as designs is not covered, and the one with regards to territory as protection extends 

only till Indian territory, fail to meet the original purpose of the GI Act, that is, to safeguard local 

artisans, who are legally illiterate, and their products; providing ample scope for companies like Prada 

to take advantage of them. This controversy urges India to form a new and expanded framework that 

protects the name, design, which also enables cross border enforcement

controversy also stands as a reminder to the fact that these traditional Indian goods, can generate higher 

income for the craftsmen, if they are publicized properly.  

Similar Cases 

The Kota Doria fabric, unique for being lightwei

from Kota, Rajasthan. While the GI tag given to it increases its value symbolically, the artisans do not 

receive its true economic gains as the GI Act is unable to prevent machine made replicas of the

fabrics, thus reinforcing the inefficiencies

along with this scenario of the Rajasthani weavers. Furthermore, alienation of these artisans linked with 

caste, little to no legal awareness amon

lead to them being further excluded from the benefits assured by the GI Act.

The difference between cultural “inspiration” and “exploitation” is a line that is heavily blurred. The 

fundamental difference between the Western idea of GI protection and the traditional Indigenous 

Communities’ idea regarding the same is being utilised unjustly in the international fashion markets, 

wherein indigenous designs are adapted without due acknowledgement

time lacks mechanisms against unauthorised use of these traditional designs

an urgent need for a framework with much wider scope to protect our cultural heritage.

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Ruth L. Okediji in “Traditional Knowledge and the Public Domain” (Harvard International Law 

Journal, 2018), argues that the current global IP system, post colonialism,  is dominated by the Western 

notion of formal registration, wherein one person or company registers a specific p

commercialize it, whereas Indigenous communities value communal ownership of a product, with the 

primary goal to preserve the group’s identity, history and the techniques performed to manufacture that 

                                                           
14Suhag, N., & Sharma, N. R. (2022). Assessing the impact of GI on Kota Doria: Weaver’s viewpoint. International Journal 
of Trend in Scientific Research and Development, 6(2), 1313
15CIIPR. (2025, July 24). Cultural inspiration or IP oversight? A legal take on the Prada controversy. Retrieved from 
https://www.ciiprrgnul.com/post/cultural-inspiration
16Jumde, A., & Kumar, N. (2021). Protection of traditional art forms under geographical indications 
Madhubani and Sujini art forms of Bihar, India. Journal of Intellectual Property Law & Practice, 16(7), 647
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regards to scope as designs is not covered, and the one with regards to territory as protection extends 

only till Indian territory, fail to meet the original purpose of the GI Act, that is, to safeguard local 

legally illiterate, and their products; providing ample scope for companies like Prada 

to take advantage of them. This controversy urges India to form a new and expanded framework that 

protects the name, design, which also enables cross border enforcement and benefit sharing.This 

controversy also stands as a reminder to the fact that these traditional Indian goods, can generate higher 

income for the craftsmen, if they are publicized properly.   

The Kota Doria fabric, unique for being lightweight, breathable yet strong, is manufactured by artisans 

from Kota, Rajasthan. While the GI tag given to it increases its value symbolically, the artisans do not 

receive its true economic gains as the GI Act is unable to prevent machine made replicas of the

fabrics, thus reinforcing the inefficiencies14. The sufferings of Kolhapuri artisans can be drawn parallels 

along with this scenario of the Rajasthani weavers. Furthermore, alienation of these artisans linked with 

caste, little to no legal awareness among them and minimal access to a proper commercial platform, all 

lead to them being further excluded from the benefits assured by the GI Act.  

The difference between cultural “inspiration” and “exploitation” is a line that is heavily blurred. The 

difference between the Western idea of GI protection and the traditional Indigenous 

Communities’ idea regarding the same is being utilised unjustly in the international fashion markets, 

wherein indigenous designs are adapted without due acknowledgement15. Indian GI law, at the same 

time lacks mechanisms against unauthorised use of these traditional designs16. This asymmetry exposes 

an urgent need for a framework with much wider scope to protect our cultural heritage.

itional Knowledge and the Public Domain” (Harvard International Law 

Journal, 2018), argues that the current global IP system, post colonialism,  is dominated by the Western 

notion of formal registration, wherein one person or company registers a specific p

commercialize it, whereas Indigenous communities value communal ownership of a product, with the 

primary goal to preserve the group’s identity, history and the techniques performed to manufacture that 

Suhag, N., & Sharma, N. R. (2022). Assessing the impact of GI on Kota Doria: Weaver’s viewpoint. International Journal 
of Trend in Scientific Research and Development, 6(2), 1313–1324. Suhag and Sharma 

CIIPR. (2025, July 24). Cultural inspiration or IP oversight? A legal take on the Prada controversy. Retrieved from 
inspiration-or-ip-oversight-a-legal-take-on-the-prada-controversy

Jumde, A., & Kumar, N. (2021). Protection of traditional art forms under geographical indications 
Madhubani and Sujini art forms of Bihar, India. Journal of Intellectual Property Law & Practice, 16(7), 647
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regards to scope as designs is not covered, and the one with regards to territory as protection extends 

only till Indian territory, fail to meet the original purpose of the GI Act, that is, to safeguard local 

legally illiterate, and their products; providing ample scope for companies like Prada 

to take advantage of them. This controversy urges India to form a new and expanded framework that 

and benefit sharing.This 

controversy also stands as a reminder to the fact that these traditional Indian goods, can generate higher 

ght, breathable yet strong, is manufactured by artisans 

from Kota, Rajasthan. While the GI tag given to it increases its value symbolically, the artisans do not 

receive its true economic gains as the GI Act is unable to prevent machine made replicas of these 

. The sufferings of Kolhapuri artisans can be drawn parallels 

along with this scenario of the Rajasthani weavers. Furthermore, alienation of these artisans linked with 

g them and minimal access to a proper commercial platform, all 

The difference between cultural “inspiration” and “exploitation” is a line that is heavily blurred. The 

difference between the Western idea of GI protection and the traditional Indigenous 

Communities’ idea regarding the same is being utilised unjustly in the international fashion markets, 

Indian GI law, at the same 

. This asymmetry exposes 

an urgent need for a framework with much wider scope to protect our cultural heritage. 

itional Knowledge and the Public Domain” (Harvard International Law 

Journal, 2018), argues that the current global IP system, post colonialism,  is dominated by the Western 

notion of formal registration, wherein one person or company registers a specific product, intended to 

commercialize it, whereas Indigenous communities value communal ownership of a product, with the 

primary goal to preserve the group’s identity, history and the techniques performed to manufacture that 

Suhag, N., & Sharma, N. R. (2022). Assessing the impact of GI on Kota Doria: Weaver’s viewpoint. International Journal 

CIIPR. (2025, July 24). Cultural inspiration or IP oversight? A legal take on the Prada controversy. Retrieved from 
controversy 

Jumde, A., & Kumar, N. (2021). Protection of traditional art forms under geographical indications law: A case study of 
Madhubani and Sujini art forms of Bihar, India. Journal of Intellectual Property Law & Practice, 16(7), 647–665. 
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product. This observation made by O

notion of ‘market rationality’, while totally ignoring artisanal knowledge rooted in collective traditions 

which has been handed down since decades before. Assessing the Geographical Indicat

(Registration and Protection) Act, 1999 provides a clear pathway to establish whether the GI reform can 

decolonize the current IP regimes, while also giving Indian cultural heritage recognition it deserves in 

the global markets. 

From the Indian legal perspective, the most efficient pathway that can be followed in India is to amend 

the Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, 1999. Primarily, the scope of 

the domestic GI Act can be expanded to include clauses for des

visual heritage and the cultural value associated with the designis not appropriated. Secondly, the Act 

can be combinedwith selective international norms provided by WIPO, them being; (1) Mandating 

‘prior informed consent’ and (2) Introducing provisions for profit sharing. 

Sharing Boards can be established under the Ministry of Textiles, to ensure that when traditional Indian 

crafts are commercialized abroad, the local artisans derive benefit 

Moreover, India could also join the Geneva Act of the Lisbon Agreement2015

WIPO. This Act modernizes the legal protection provided by Appellations of Origin by also including 

Geographical Indications (GIs), providing them 

negotiate bilateral, or plurilateral agreements between countries to assure the cross

of Indian GIs. Lastly, India could expand its TKDL Library (Traditional Knowledge Digital Library) 

toinclude the product designs. This expansion could support registries to file designs and block 

unauthorized “copies” or “inspiration” derived from traditional products.

Together, these reforms would align India’s GI regime with emerging global principles.

 

CONCLUSION  

The current framework followed in our country fails to protect the traditional design, knowledge and 

the value associated to a particular GI product, particularly in the fashion or textile sector, enabling 

cultural appropriation of Indian good

cultural significance of a traditional dress or footwear, or the effort and ancient techniques used to 

manufacture a footwear by limiting its scope to tangible goods. Further reforms that

failures are urgently required to prevent another 
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product. This observation made by Okediji questions the current IP framework for valuing the Western 

notion of ‘market rationality’, while totally ignoring artisanal knowledge rooted in collective traditions 

which has been handed down since decades before. Assessing the Geographical Indicat

(Registration and Protection) Act, 1999 provides a clear pathway to establish whether the GI reform can 

decolonize the current IP regimes, while also giving Indian cultural heritage recognition it deserves in 

an legal perspective, the most efficient pathway that can be followed in India is to amend 

the Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, 1999. Primarily, the scope of 

the domestic GI Act can be expanded to include clauses for design protection. This ensures that the 

visual heritage and the cultural value associated with the designis not appropriated. Secondly, the Act 

can be combinedwith selective international norms provided by WIPO, them being; (1) Mandating 

ent’ and (2) Introducing provisions for profit sharing. Artisan Consent and Profit

can be established under the Ministry of Textiles, to ensure that when traditional Indian 

crafts are commercialized abroad, the local artisans derive benefit from the same.  

Moreover, India could also join the Geneva Act of the Lisbon Agreement2015

WIPO. This Act modernizes the legal protection provided by Appellations of Origin by also including 

Geographical Indications (GIs), providing them global protection. Furthermore, India could also 

negotiate bilateral, or plurilateral agreements between countries to assure the cross-

of Indian GIs. Lastly, India could expand its TKDL Library (Traditional Knowledge Digital Library) 

include the product designs. This expansion could support registries to file designs and block 

unauthorized “copies” or “inspiration” derived from traditional products. 

Together, these reforms would align India’s GI regime with emerging global principles.

The current framework followed in our country fails to protect the traditional design, knowledge and 

the value associated to a particular GI product, particularly in the fashion or textile sector, enabling 

cultural appropriation of Indian goods in the international fashion arena. The Act fails to recognize the 

cultural significance of a traditional dress or footwear, or the effort and ancient techniques used to 

manufacture a footwear by limiting its scope to tangible goods. Further reforms that

failures are urgently required to prevent another “Prada-Kolhapuri Sandal” 

Lisbon Agreement for the Protection of Appellations of Origin and their International Registration, October 31, 1958, as 
revised at Stockholm on July 14, 1967, and as amended on September 28, 1979, 
https://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text/285856 
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notion of ‘market rationality’, while totally ignoring artisanal knowledge rooted in collective traditions 

which has been handed down since decades before. Assessing the Geographical Indications of Goods 

(Registration and Protection) Act, 1999 provides a clear pathway to establish whether the GI reform can 
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WIPO. This Act modernizes the legal protection provided by Appellations of Origin by also including 

global protection. Furthermore, India could also 
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of Indian GIs. Lastly, India could expand its TKDL Library (Traditional Knowledge Digital Library) 

include the product designs. This expansion could support registries to file designs and block 

Together, these reforms would align India’s GI regime with emerging global principles. 

The current framework followed in our country fails to protect the traditional design, knowledge and 

the value associated to a particular GI product, particularly in the fashion or textile sector, enabling 
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cultural significance of a traditional dress or footwear, or the effort and ancient techniques used to 

manufacture a footwear by limiting its scope to tangible goods. Further reforms that correct these 
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happening. Such measures would not only provide protection from the appropriation of traditional 

cultural expressions embedded with various Indian co

legacy of Indian craftmanship to be in the international spotlight. Thus, an amended GI Act would 

provide a legal remedy and a moral vision.
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happening. Such measures would not only provide protection from the appropriation of traditional 

cultural expressions embedded with various Indian communities, but also lays out a chance for the 

legacy of Indian craftmanship to be in the international spotlight. Thus, an amended GI Act would 

provide a legal remedy and a moral vision. 
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