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The Creation and Application of “Ethnic Elements” in the
Contemporary Chinese Fashion:

Semiotic Significance of Traditional/Ethnic Clothing

Li XIE*

This study discusses the application and perception of “cthnic elements” in contemporary
Chinese fashion from a semiotic perspective. In China, a multi-ethnic nation, each ethnic group
possesses its own traditional attire. Over time, these ethnic garments have evolved, particularly
among the youth, showing trends such as lighter materials, simplified decorations, diversification
of wearers, and floating choices in wearing occasions. With the rise of social media, live streaming
commerce that sells ethnic clothing has emerged, fashion shows that feature ethnic attire are held
for tourism and regional promotion, and numerous souvenir items are produced. These activities
utilize elements of traditional ethnic clothing such as patterns, colors, unique fabrics, dyeing
techniques, shapes, and embroidery. Fashion designers, enthusiasts of ethnic attire, and ethnic
minorities themselves reconstruct those elements through processes of interpretation, extraction,
and creation. They are disseminated as “the ethnic” elements both within and outside China.

Having discussed that, the author re-examines what constitutes “ethnic elements” applied in
contemporary Chinese fashion, and elucidates the symbolic significance of these “ethnic elements”
as used in the creation and application of ethnic attire. The cultural semiotics developped by Yuri
Lotman, and the triadic relationship theory of “sign, object, and interpretant” of Charles Peirce are
employed for the analysis. Finally, this research clarifies the relationship between “individual
ethnic” elements (including those of subgroups) and the symbols representing “Chinese elements”
(Chinoiserie), that is, those signifying China as a whole. The analysis is conducted with the key

concepts such as “boundary,” “heterogeneity,” and “dialogicality.”

Keywords
National/ethnic elements, Fashion design, Innovation and Application, Semiotics, Chineseness

elements in fashion

* University of the Sacred Heart
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