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Abstract
This paper explores cross-cultural semiotics model in the multidimensional perspec-
tive in order to rethink the relationships between works originality and its creation, 
besides China and the West as well. The multi-dimensional model of cross-cultural 
semiotics put forward in the paper defends a temporal semiotic orientation, rather 
than a purely spatial approach for intercultural interpretation. With China’s rapid 
development in technological changes and its impact upon inter-medial practices, 
the model is contemplated as intercultural avenues for learning about the West and 
exporting Chinese culture to the world.
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Introduction

This study aims to compare cross-cultural patterns between the People’s Republic 
of China and the West. The analysis is based on a perspective of culture as being 
not only “symbolic” (Burke 1941, pp. 98–99) but also “semiotic action” in the Pei-
rcean sense. This means that culture is, above all, and as Clifford Geertz pointed 
out in The Interpretation of Culture (Geertz 1973, pp. 9–10), human behavior that 
takes the form of phonation in speech, pigment in painting, line in writing, sound in 
music, texture in sculpture, form in architecture, and so on. In other words, regard-
less of whether it is understood in cognitive terms, culture signifies a frame of mind 
or, in a more pragmatic sense, patterned conduct.
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Exploring the meaning of “culture” and “semiotic” 
in the cross‑cultural semiotic model

Both Kenneth Burke and Clifford Geertz argued that as a symbolic system, cul-
ture has elements that may be isolated and whose internal relationships can be 
specified, characterizing an entire system organized according to its core sym-
bols. Geertz also explained that one may capture the underlying structures of 
which culture is a surface expression as well as the ideological principles upon 
which it is based. However, as Geertz warns, the hermeneutical approach to the 
study of culture risks detaching cultural analysis from its object, which is human 
social life itself.

Cross-cultural semiotic dialog seeks to treat culture not just as a “system of 
signs” (Lotman et al. 1978, pp. 211–232) but as “semiotic action” through the dis-
play of concrete forms of behavior in which cultural forms find articulation. These 
can range from objects to states of consciousness (ideas, values, feelings, and so 
on). The important thing to remember is that they “signify” and that they do so by 
drawing their meaning from the social role they play in a given society or, in Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s terms, from their “use” in the system of relationships that is life. In 
this sense, cultural models are not just semantic entities that borrow their capacity 
to signify from the sphere of natural languages. Yuri Lotman, in one of his signifi-
cant contributions to cultural semiotics, conceptualized the “modeling system” (Lot-
man 1977, pp. 95–98). It refers to a structure of elements and the rules for combin-
ing them, which is in a state of fixed analogy to the entire sphere of an object of 
knowledge, insight, or regulation. Therefore, a modeling system can be regarded as 
a language. Systems based on a natural language and that acquires supplementary 
superstructures, thus creating second-level languages, can appropriately be called 
secondary modeling systems. Thus, natural language is posited as the primary, or 
basic, infrastructure for all other human sign systems. In 1971, Lotman and Uspen-
ski (in English, 1978) elaborated on their scheme of the semiotic study of culture, 
noting that language serves a specific communicative function by providing the col-
lective with a presumption of communicability. Semiosis is also influenced by the 
habitus, that is, by the semiconscious dispositions that people acquire through their 
social/material interaction with their habitat, particularly in their early lives, and 
through the social relations in their part of the social field. Fairclough et al. (2004) 
argued that

[t]here are three interrelated semiotic aspects of social structuration. First, 
semiotic conditions affect the differential reproduction and transformation of 
social groups, organisations, institutions, and other social phenomena. Second, 
these mechanisms are reflexive in the sense that semiotic conditions affect the 
variation, selection, and retention of the semiotic features of social phenom-
ena. And, third, semiotic innovation and emergence is itself a source of varia-
tion that feeds into the process of social transformation. Overall, then, semiosis 
can generate variation, have selective effects, and contribute to the differential 
retention and/or institutionalisation of social phenomena. (2004, p. 30)
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Culture is clearly not just a static repository of a community’s historical memory, 
selecting which events to remember and which to forget. In determining the limits 
of memory, culture becomes a dynamic generator of acts of signification—acts pre-
sented not only as an aggregate of texts (normative and canonical or otherwise) but 
also as a source of multimodal forms of culture, such as images, sounds, textures, 
and so on. Any physical activity, material artifact, or technology has the potential 
and “affordance” (possible uses of a given object) of constituting itself in a semi-
otic system and thus in a signifying cultural resource. The term “semiotic resource” 
originated from the work of Michael Alexander Kirkwood Halliday, who extended 
Jakobson’s notion of “code” to include not only communicative actions but also the 
artifacts we use to communicate.

How to turn the national into the international through cross‑cultural 
semiotic dialogs

Because culture is always national, but also perpetually international and trans-
national, this research analyzes how these “semiotic actions” transcend a given 
nation’s specificity, in this case, that of the People’s Republic of China. The national 
can become international in two ways: translation and cross-cultural interpreta-
tion. Translation covers not only language conversion but also cultural variations 
that are both unidirectional and multidirectional—that is, cultural intersections take 
place across space and time (Li and Guo 2012, pp. 45–60). By analyzing how cross-
cultural symbols are adapted in Chinese classical literature such as The Ballad of 
Mulan, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Journey to the West, and others, this 
study reveals a deep mechanism of cross-media and cross-cultural communication. 
To provide a historical experience and reference for the spread of Chinese culture, 
this paper examines how Chinese materials and resources are processed and adapted 
by different cultures and are finally returned to the Chinese market.

The adaptation of the Chinese classic Mulan is a good example in this perspec-
tive. According to The Collection of Poems of Yuefu, “The Ballad of Mulan” is an 
ancient Chinese poem of only 300 words that tells the story of Hua Mulan joining 
the army on behalf of her father, going through hardships and returning to her home-
town. For hundreds of millions of Chinese, Hua Mulan is not only a heroine but 
also a virtuous and sensible filial daughter who is one of China’s “Twenty-four Filial 
Piety Daughters.” In Disney’s version of Mulan, the original image of femininity 
and filial piety was completely replaced by the American spiritual core of feminism 
and individualism. The adaptation even alludes to the legends of modern feminists. 
Because the character depicts Americans’ unique appreciation of women, China’s 
cultural values in its original works were shelved and even completely ignored. As 
a well-known Chinese story, “The Ballad of Mulan” conveys a beautiful and exotic 
sentiment. While internationalizing the symbols of this region, Disney’s Mulan pre-
sents American values and ways of thinking but preserves the original book’s exotic 
scene and charm. Disney designed Hua Mulan’s image as a typical Chinese beauty: 
goose face, cherry mouth, and slim figure. The film places the story in a background 
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of cultural symbols such as the Great Wall, Buddha’s Rock, and the Imperial Pal-
ace, where Eastern instruments such as the flute, the zither, and the erhu are associ-
ated with Western music. In addition, the specially created Chinese family guard 
dragon and cricket not only provide a comedic effect for the film but also paint some 
kind of oriental mystery into it. To a certain extent, Disney’s video production pro-
cess, which comes with great investment and return, must first consider attracting 
the audience and reclaiming the funds the company invested. Therefore, the rules 
of Hollywood video production include most business profit points, such as hero-
ism, love, humor, universal values, mysterious magic, star factor, and so on. Thus, 
in Mulan, one would find it easy to understand Mulan’s heroism, the main structure 
of love, the funny details and dialog, as well as the publicity of feminist personality. 
The existence of the hidden rules of the business model is an inevitable feature of 
Hollywood films. In the extraterritorial adaptation process of Chinese masterpieces, 
different cultural types clearly have a certain impact on image adaptation and dis-
semination. However, as a Chinese cultural resource, “The Ballad of Mulan” has 
turned into a cultural image product of another country that is released into the Chi-
nese market. Therefore, the emergent problems in studying the cross-cultural image 
adaptation process of “The Ballad of Mulan” include what exactly to reflect on and 
how the public should seize opportunities in cultural globalization and visualiza-
tion in a world where cultural soft-power competition is inevitable. These would 
also involve the general problems one faces when studying the cross-cultural image 
adaptation of Chinese classical masterpieces.

The example above appropriately illustrates that a nation’s history and memory, 
literary works, and other print records can be passed on and translated across both 
space and time. These records can offer insights into the symbolic dimensions of 
a nation’s social actions, art, ideology, religion, laws, morality, science, and tech-
nology. They function as sign systems containing information that can function as 
“templates” for individual and social organization, as Geertz explains in “Ideology 
as a Cultural System.” Interestingly, he indicates that these artifacts are most crucial 
in situations that lack the particular information they contain and where guides of 
behavior, thought, or feeling are weak or absent—in other words, in a foreign envi-
ronment. As he poetically puts it, “It is in country unfamiliar emotionally or topo-
graphically that one needs poems and road maps.”

This is why the present research on cross-cultural communication mainly focuses 
on the study of artworks as cultural objects. It performs its analysis by contemplat-
ing these objects in various forms and formats, from the printed literary text to the 
painted image and digitalized intermedial forms of e-literature. Creative art does 
not merely criticize and provide answers in given social situations. Again, as Geertz 
suggests, imaginative works are strategic and intuitive cultural roadmaps that often 
foretell and look ahead as they ponder on the present and the past. In this sense, the 
artistic works studied here are “strategies” that, as Geertz indicates, summarize cul-
tural situations by considering their structure and characteristics and providing them 
with meaning (Geertz uses the word “naming”) in a way that evokes an attitude 
toward them. In other words, not only does art provide cultural meaning; it also does 
so by preserving important emotional states of mind. Despite being representations, 
and therefore somehow fiction, this conception of artwork as a strategy for handling 
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public cultural content deals with situations that are “real.” Geertz also adds that, 
insofar as situations overlap across individuals or historical periods, these strategies 
possess universal relevance—that is, they may become cross-cultural.

To understand this, we need to approach artwork as a “strategy” to represent cul-
tural situations from a multidimensional position that includes the creator, the mate-
rial format containing the concept/idea, the strategies for disseminating artistic con-
tent, and the audiences who receive it. Thus, methodologically, this research adopts 
a semiotic approach that deals with signs both intra-systematically and inter-system-
atically, as Eco (1985) pointed out. To reach the cultural and the cross-cultural, we 
need a semiotic system that deals with signs in the widest possible sense including, 
to be sure, the linguistic sign, but not only. The flexibility of Eco’s definition applied 
to this research enables us to establish semiotics as an interdisciplinary master code. 
The semiotic frame will strengthen the process of reorganizing the methodological 
network across different historical and geographic cultural topographies.

This approach enables us to study messages transmitted in diverse ways, includ-
ing new technologies. For centuries, communities have developed simple communi-
cation tools, from drums to smoke signals to written messages on stones and other 
objects. Animals such as pigeons were also used to carry messages across larger 
distances. In addition, the type of technology developed to record and transmit mes-
sages determines how people process and remember them. Any major change in the 
representation and transmission of knowledge results in a concomitant paradigm 
shift in cultural systems. Eco alludes to the development of cuneiform writing from 
stones to clay tablets and its adaptation to papyrus and in hieroglyphic and later 
alphabetic forms, which led to the advancement of Greek cities (“polis”) and laws 
(from polis to politics) in the Greco-Roman empire. In the Middle Ages, the print-
ing press facilitated the dissemination of knowledge broadly and widely. In the 20th 
century, radio and television reached millions of homes worldwide, paving the way 
for the Internet revolution of the 1990s which connected the entire world in what 
McLuhan called the “global village.”

A multidimensional approach to the cross‑cultural semiotic model

Culture is about both the transmission of information and communication, including 
messages containing not just conscious knowledge but also unconscious and emo-
tional content, such as values, ethical and religious views, aesthetic imprint (what is 
good or bad related to what is beautiful or ugly), and so on. It is therefore important 
to rethink the possibility of cross-cultural communication through representational 
objects that change as human communication formats evolve.

These changes in communication formats can be analyzed in terms of semiotic 
translation forms. For example, in intersemiotic translation, one or more commu-
nication channels used in the translated text differ from the one used in the origi-
nal text. In other words, the source and target text are semiotically nonequivalent. 
Meanwhile, in intrasemiotic translation, the source and target text use identical sign 
systems, that is, a case of semiotic equivalence. Whereas “intersemiotic translation” 
is directly borrowed from Jakobson (1979), the term “intrasemiotic translation” 
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is used here as an umbrella term for his “interlingual” and “intralingual” types of 
translation.

This article’s emphasis on semiotics indicates a general research orientation first 
characterized by its strong interdisciplinary strategy, as it uses numerous theoretical 
tools from various disciplines to create a new methodological framework. It also 
deals with a wide range of semantic levels—linguistic, communicative, pragmatic, 
expressive, and rhetoric—at various degrees of interartistic exchange. Such multi-
semantic-layered semiotics can provide comparative scholars the theoretical tools to 
more precisely analyze divergent cultural manifestations.

The proposed cross-cultural paradigm is also based on constructionist tenets and 
contemplates several levels of syntagmatic and paradigmatic analysis and interpreta-
tive scales within culture. The studies to be presented offer successive reinterpreta-
tions and translations, in the wide sense of the word, that show culture’s complex 
multidimensional patterns and suggest that global identity results from a dialog 
between territories performed through semiotic interchanges in cultural products 
exchanged across nations.

One initially sees the particularities of Chinese culture and thought expressed 
in the semiotic organization of its communication systems, namely, in what refers 
to writing—its character-centrist writing system. This system upholds that writing 
form comes before that of sound and meaning. A single written unit (character) can 
correspond to several or numerous sounds and their related meanings almost irregu-
larly. In its pictoriographic origin, a character keeps an imagistic constancy because 
of the stability of the sketchy structure of its basic strokes. Thus, one written char-
acter does not represent one idea or concept; instead, it can signify different ideas. 
This “one visual sign vs. multiple meanings” structure is vastly different from the 
Western sound–conceptual correspondent pattern and reveals the Daoist and Confu-
cian elements that written signs promoted in Chinese culture. Thus, different people 
can flexibly use a character to express different things and convey different mean-
ings. However, this does not mean that this same character does not maintain a con-
ceptual unit and refers to multiple categories but rather that it has different uses. As 
Li (2001) argued in his article “Chinese Philosophy and Semiotics,” Chinese philo-
sophical concepts exist neither in a logical hierarchy nor in a semantic consistence. 
In fact, we can hardly trace a character-word’s conceptual lineage. Furthermore, the 
possible combinations of Chinese characters are emphasized by the use of flexible 
elements that increase connotation, functioning at the emotional, volitional, and 
rhetoric layers, among others. A character can present several meanings depending 
on the semic elements that conform to it. After the transition from the earlier single-
character to the modern two-character concept system, the intersection of two seme-
sets has helped restrict and define meaning, which had been more vague and plural-
istic when the single-character system was used in classical texts. Thus, as Li (1997) 
indicated, the one-character concept system based on the Chinese written character 
system established a special argumentative rhetoric characterized by its multisemic-
layer vocabulary and signification, including levels of logic as well as emotion and 
aesthetic converging on the same character-word.

From a semiotics perspective, when translating Chinese classics, discourse is 
reformulated according to the stricter logical standards used in Western languages 
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and thought, such that other important semantic layers lose their effect or are sup-
pressed.  Thus, although a direct Chinese–Western language translation leaves out 
various layers of meaning, the reverse is even more difficult, as Western languages 
cannot capture the multisemic potentialities of Chinese. Li (2015) has demonstrated 
that a serious problem emerges when comparatists translate traditional Chinese texts 
using a Western centrist framework, emphasizing the logic aspects of meaning and 
setting aside all other Chinese values. The translated texts convey only a fragment of 
the original message. However, this semantic loss is not caused by the translators’ 
insufficient understanding of the original content but is rather the result of natural 
barriers in semantic organization.

In semiotics, the multidimensional interpretation of the one-character concept in 
traditional Chinese texts would perhaps indicate, as Li (2001) suggested, a weaker 
organization of logical reasoning. In addition, the direction of connotation in these 
texts points toward the emotional/moral side, with a strong pragmatic component, 
not just in Confucianism but also in the other schools of thought that spread all over 
China. Li argues that this would also entail a decline in scientific reasoning. Simi-
larly, in their quasi-philosophical discourse, the Chinese did not try to systematically 
construct their verbal argumentation, let alone their conceptual definition, rules of 
logical and causal inference, and categorical hierarchy. To illustrate this, You-zheng 
Li points out the pictoriographic origin of Chinese character-words. Furthermore, 
the relation between language, thought, and cultural processes along the lines needs 
further emphasis. For instance, the one-character concepts in Book of Changes do 
not define each other rationally. Their logic-operative sequences are provided not 
only by the book’s authors but also by its later interpreters, such as Confucian and 
Daoist scholars. Each character concept—Dao (way), Tien (heaven), and so on—
contains a history of their notional development and usage. Different semantic parts 
of the character would play a more important role depending on the context. A name 
category such as Tian  is a good example, as it carries visual associations 
flexibly transferred to its different semic sets. Thus, it contains different notional 
implications that are interpreted differently, for instance, in the Confucian and Dao-
ist schools of thought and, later, in contemporary neo-Confucianism. Another exam-
ple is the ideogram for Ren, which is a composite of 人 (man, a man, a person) and 
二 (two), where 人, as mentioned, assumes its form inside another character, to 
which various interpretations have been assigned. In other words, it operates as a 
causal “index,” using Charles S. Peirce’s terminology. Ren is generally translated as 
“benevolence,” the most important concept in Confucian thought.

Conclusion

The multidimensional model of these cross-cultural studies promotes a semiotic 
orientation rather than a purely spatial approach for intercultural interpretation. In 
the age of globalization, cultural identity has become an inevitably sensitive topic 
that involves multiple layers of meanings. This necessitates the exploration of differ-
ences and parallels between Western and Chinese semiotics. Cross-cultural semiotic 
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models can be seen as avenues for learning about the West and exporting Chinese 
culture to the world, showing the complexity of cross-cultural exchanges.
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