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1. Introduction. Symbols and signs are fundamental to human communication because 

they convey complex meanings that words alone cannot express.1 Every culture creates its 

 
1   Peirce, C. S. (1931). Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, pp. 42–85p. 
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own symbolic system, assigning meanings to colors, gestures, animals, and objects based on 

its social and historical experiences. According to Hall, cultural meanings act as “hidden 

codes” that influence how people interpret and interact with the world2. 

Among the most powerful and widely used symbols are colors, which communicate 

emotions, values, and identities across societies. However, the interpretation of colors is not 

universal. A color considered positive in one culture may carry negative connotations in 

another. This paper examines how three specific colors—red, white, and black—are 

symbolically represented in Chinese and Western cultures. 

By comparing these two systems, the research aims to highlight the role of culture in 

shaping symbolic meanings and to encourage intercultural awareness. This understanding is 

especially significant in the age of globalization, where individuals from different cultural 

backgrounds interact daily in business, education, and media. 

2. Methods  

The study adopted a comparative qualitative research approach to analyze the symbolic 

meanings of colors in Chinese and Western cultural contexts. Data were collected from 

academic sources, including semiotic theory3, intercultural communication studies4, and 

cultural psychology literature5. Additional information was gathered from cultural 

anthropology and design studies discussing color symbolism6. 

The selected colors—red, white, and black—were chosen because of their strong 

symbolic associations and frequent appearance in cultural rituals, clothing, art, and 

language. The research compared how each color is used, perceived, and emotionally 

interpreted in Chinese and Western societies, analyzing patterns and cultural differences. 

 

 
2 Hall, E. T. (1976). Beyond Culture. New York: Anchor Books, pp. 58–104p. 

 
3 Peirce, C. S. (1931). Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, pp. 42–85p. 
4 Hall, E. T. (1976). Beyond Culture. New York: Anchor Books, pp. 58–104p. 
5 •  Fang, T. (2012). Yin Yang: A new perspective on culture. Management and Organization 

Review, 8(1), 25–50p. 
6Berlin, B., & Kay, P. (1969). Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolution. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, pp. 133–147p. 
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3. Results 

The analysis demonstrated significant contrasts between Chinese and Western 

interpretations of color symbols. 

Color Chinese Culture Western Culture 

 

Red 

Symbolizes luck, joy, happiness, and 

prosperity; used in festivals, weddings, 

and celebrations. (Fang, 2012) 

Represents love, passion, excitement, 

and also danger or anger. (Berlin & Kay, 

1969) 

White Associated with mourning, death, 

and the purity of the soul. (Fang, 2012) 

Symbolizes purity, innocence, peace, 

and weddings. (Hall, 1976) 

 

Black 

Represents stability, dignity, and 

sometimes evil spirits. (Peirce, 1931) 

Often linked with death, grief, and 

darkness, though also used to express 

elegance or power. (Berlin & Kay, 1969) 

 

These findings indicate that colors are not interpreted through biological perception alone 

but through cultural conditioning and symbolic traditions. 

4. Discussion 

The results support Peirce’s (1931) semiotic theory, which claims that meaning is not 

inherent in a sign but constructed by its users within a specific cultural context. For 

example, the color red in Chinese culture embodies vitality and prosperity, often used 

during the Lunar New Year and weddings. This symbolism derives from ancient beliefs in 

red’s ability to ward off evil spirits. In contrast, Western societies associate red with 

romantic love and danger, reflecting emotional rather than spiritual connotations (Berlin & 

Kay, 1969). 

Similarly, white shows an interesting reversal. In Western culture, white is the traditional 

color of purity and peace, commonly used in weddings and religious ceremonies (Hall, 

1976). However, in China, white is the color of mourning and death, worn during funerals 

as a symbol of the soul’s purification (Fang, 2012). 

Black, too, carries complex symbolic meanings. In the West, it is commonly linked to 

death, grief, and mystery, but it can also represent formality and strength, as seen in fashion 

and business attire (Berlin & Kay, 1969). In Chinese culture, black historically symbolized 

neutrality, authority, and integrity, but in some contexts, it may also denote darkness or evil 

spirits (Fang, 2012). 

https://spaceknowladge.com/


JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH 

Volume 3, Issue 5, October 2025                                           Online ISSN: 3030-3508 

https://spaceknowladge.com                                                    
=============================================================== 

 

=============================================================== 
Volume 3 Issue 4 [October  2025]                                                                            Pages | 

41 

 

 

 

 

 

These comparisons reveal how symbols—particularly colors—function as cultural codes 

that express collective psychology. As Hall (1976) noted, misunderstanding these symbols 

may lead to cross-cultural miscommunication. For example, a Western company using 

white for a celebratory product launch in China may unintentionally send a message of 

mourning. Therefore, knowledge of cultural symbolism is essential for international 

relations, marketing, and intercultural education. 

5. Conclusion 

This comparative analysis of color symbolism in Chinese and Western cultures 

demonstrates that while colors are universally perceived, their meanings are culturally 

constructed. Red, white, and black each represent powerful ideas shaped by religious 

traditions, social customs, and historical experiences. Recognizing these differences 

promotes intercultural competence, reduces misunderstanding, and enhances global 

communication. 

Future studies may explore how globalization and digital media are transforming 

traditional color meanings or how younger generations reinterpret classical symbols in 

multicultural environments. Ultimately, symbols remain a mirror of human culture—ever 

evolving yet deeply rooted in shared experiences. 
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