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ABSTRACT

This study aims to analyze the role of costume dramas in communicating traditional Chinese cultural values and
narratives and examine audience perceptions and reception of traditional Chinese culture through costume dramas.
Findings indicate that Chinese costume dramas effectively convey traditional values such as Confucian ethics, filial
piety, and respect for hierarchy. Audience reception varies based on cultural proximity, with East and Southeast
Asian viewers demonstrating higher engagement, while Western audiences rely more on subtitles and external
research. Additionally, streaming platforms play a crucial role in global dissemination, enhancing accessibility and
cross-cultural interaction. However, challenges such as historical inaccuracies, government censorship, and
commercialization remain concerns. Despite these challenges, costume dramas contribute significantly to China's
soft power and cultural diplomacy, shaping domestic and international perceptions of Chinese heritage.
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INTRODUCTION

Costume dramas, known in Chinese as Gugbuang Ju, represent a prominent genre in Chinese television and
cinema. These productions typically feature storylines set in ancient dynasties and are characterized by their
portrayal of Confucian values, traditional customs, folklore, and classical aesthetics. Beyond mere entertainment,
they act as a rich conduit for representing and transmitting traditional Chinese cultural values to both domestic
and international audiences. With the rise of global digital platforms such as iQIYI, Tencent Video, and Netflix,
these dramas have gained unprecedented global exposure, reaching audiences across Asia, Europe, and North
America (Keane, 2015; Wang & Yeh, 2020).

In recent years, the growing international popularity of Chinese costume dramas has positioned them as an
emerging form of cultural diplomacy and soft power. As Nye (2004) explains, soft power is the ability to shape the
preferences of others through appeal and attraction rather than coercion. Costume dramas serve this function by
showcasing Chinese history, philosophy, art, and national identity in a dramatized and accessible format. They
contribute to how global viewers construct an image of China and perceive its traditional values, societal norms,
and civilizational continuity (Zhang & Zhao, 2021).

However, this phenomenon also raises several critical questions. Although these dramas are widely consumed,
their cultural messaging and impact remain underexamined. There are ongoing scholarly debates about the
authenticity of the cultural content, as dramatizations often include historically inaccurate portrayals or
anachronisms that may misrepresent Chinese history (Chen, 2019). Furthermore, issues such as state censorship
and the commodification of traditional culture often influence narrative construction, leading to concerns over
whether these dramas reflect genuine heritage or state-sanctioned narratives (Sun, 2022).

Copyright © 2025 by Author/s. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited..


mailto:Prakaikavin.sr@ssru.ac.th
https://doi.org/10.64753/jcasc.v10i4.3157

Journal of Cultural Analysis and Social Change, 10(4), 2171-2180

Another dimension that complicates the communicative power of costume dramas is the role of the audience.
Cultural proximity — the extent to which an audience shares cultural similarities with the content being viewed —
significantly affects how international viewers interpret and respond to Chinese cultural representations
(Straubhaar, 1991). While Chinese audiences may find the depictions familiar and affirming, international audiences
with limited exposure to Confucianism or Chinese dynastic history may perceive these representations differently
or struggle with cultural decoding,

Despite the increasing visibility of Chinese costume dramas in global media markets, limited empirical research
has explored how these dramas function as tools for communicating traditional culture and constructing cultural
identity. Existing literature tends to focus on either their entertainment value or geopolitical implications, leaving
a gap in understanding their role as mediators of traditional narratives and values. Moreover, there is insufficient
research on audience reception, particularly how different cultural and national backgrounds influence viewer
interpretation and engagement with the cultural content (Liu, 2020; Feng, 2021).

While numerous studies have examined China's use of media in international diplomacy and the global
expansion of Chinese television (Keane, 2015; Su, 2020), few have directly addressed how costume dramas
specifically convey traditional Chinese culture in both content and reception. The nuanced interplay between
cultural representation, state influence, audience interpretation, and globalization remains underexplored,
especially through the lens of cross-cultural media consumption.

Research Objectives

This research seeks to investigate the communication value of traditional Chinese culture within costume
dramas, examining both narrative structures and audience perceptions. By analyzing how these dramas mediate
cultural values and how audiences domestically and internationally respond to them, the study aims to contribute
to the broader discourse on cultural globalization, identity formation, and soft power communication.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Uses and Gratifications Theory

Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT), developed by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973), offers a valuable
lens for understanding why audiences choose specific media. Unlike passive models of media consumption, UGT
emphasizes the active role of the audience in selecting media to fulfill specific psychological and social needs. In
the context of Chinese costume dramas, viewers are motivated by several key gratifications: entertainment and
escapism, cultural education, and emotional connection.

First, entertainment and escapism are fundamental drivers. Chinese costume dramas, often set in lavish
dynastic eras, present a unique blend of myth, romance, and political intrigue that allow viewers to detach from
contemporary realities. With immersive settings, detailed costume design, and compelling narratives, these dramas
provide aesthetic pleasure and narrative immersion (Chan & Fung, 2011). For example, the globally popular drama
Story of Yanxi Palace (2018) allowed viewers to experience Qing dynasty court life while engaging with dramatic
storylines.

Second, audiences consume these dramas for cultural education. Many domestic and international viewers
view costume dramas as an accessible way to learn about Chinese history, classical literature, and Confucian values.
According to Ma (2021), viewers often report gaining insights into philosophical traditions, such as loyalty, filial
piety, and the moral dilemmas faced by historical figures. Educational gratification extends beyond facts to include
ethical and emotional knowledge embedded in historical narratives.

Third, emotional connection plays a crucial role. Characters in costume dramas often undergo emotional
journeys that resonate deeply with viewers. The complexity of their relationships and personal struggles fosters
audience empathy and identification. Viewers may find catharsis through character arcs involving loyalty, betrayal,
and redemption (Feng, 2020). Additionally, fan culture, including character analysis and fan fiction, amplifies this
emotional engagement.

Collectively, UGT explains why Chinese costume dramas sustain viewer interest and loyalty. By fulfilling
multiple psychological needs, these dramas become a meaningful cultural product for both domestic and global
audiences.

Cultivation Theory

Cultivation Theory, proposed by Gerbner and Gross (1976), posits that prolonged exposure to media content
shapes viewers’ perceptions of social reality. This framework is particularly relevant to Chinese costume dramas,
where repeated narratives about dynastic history, cultural values, and power relations can influence audience
worldviews.
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One major cultivation effect of costume dramas is on historical narratives and perceptions. Although these
dramas are fictionalized, their visual realism and recurring tropes often create a "pseudo-historical" understanding
among viewers. According to Li and Zheng (2022), frequent exposure to dramatized events, court intrigue, and
idealized Confucian morality can lead audiences to perceive traditional Chinese society as more unified, ethical,
and stable than historical records suggest.

Another cultivation effect is the reinforcement of cultural norms. Chinese costume dramas often depict
Confucian ideals such as hierarchical order, gender roles, and filial piety. These portrayals reinforce traditional
values and can influence modern viewers’ attitudes toward authority and family structures (Yang, 2019). For
domestic audiences, this may affirm cultural continuity, while for international audiences, it offers insight into
values central to Chinese identity.

Importantly, cultivation also plays a role in shaping national and international image formation. As part of
China's cultural export, these dramas contribute to the global perception of Chinese civilization as ancient,
sophisticated, and morally grounded. This aligns with the Chinese government's cultural diplomacy goals (Zhao,
2018). Repeated international exposure can thus cultivate a favorable image of China, blending entertainment with
ideological influence.

Despite concerns about historical inaccuracies and political agendas, the cumulative exposure to Chinese
costume dramas significantly affects audience perceptions, making Cultivation Theory a critical framework for
understanding their long-term communicative impact.

Cultural Proximity Theory

Cultural Proximity Theory, formulated by Straubhaar (1991), argues that audiences prefer media content that
resonates with their own cultural background and linguistic familiarity. This theory helps explain the varying levels
of success Chinese costume dramas experience across different regions.

In East and Southeast Asia, where cultural ties with China are historically deep, costume dramas often enjoy
strong popularity. Countries such as Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia share Confucian and Buddhist traditions,
hierarchical family systems, and a history of dynastic rule, making Chinese historical narratives more accessible
and emotionally resonant (Lim, 2020). As a result, these dramas are not only watched widely but are also
reinterpreted in local fan communities, further enhancing cultural engagement.

In contrast, Western audiences may find costume dramas exotic and aesthetically appealing but face challenges
due to cultural unfamiliarity. Symbolism, historical context, and philosophical underpinnings in the dramas may be
difficult to interpret without prior exposure to Chinese traditions. According to Cho (2021), Western viewers often
appreciate the visual spectacle but may misunderstand or overlook deeper cultural meanings. Subtitles help bridge
this gap, but the interpretive experience remains shaped by cultural distance.

Nevertheless, some Chinese costume dramas have succeeded in Western markets by emphasizing universal
themes such as love, betrayal, and ambition. These narratives, while culturally specific, appeal to shared human
emotions, partially mitigating cultural distance (Fung, 2022). Furthermore, cross-cultural collaboration and
marketing strategies, including dubbing and cultural annotations, have helped improve accessibility.

Thus, Cultural Proximity Theory offers insight into the transnational dynamics of costume drama reception.
While cultural familiarity enhances relatability, strategic presentation can broaden appeal across culturally distant
audiences.

Soft Power Theory

Soft Power Theory, introduced by Joseph Nye (1990), refers to the ability of a nation to shape the preferences
of others through cultural appeal, values, and policies rather than coercion. Chinese costume dramas, as cultural
products, function as instruments of soft power by projecting China's traditional heritage and ideological values
to global audiences.

The international popularity of dramas such as Nirvana in Fire (2015) and The Untamed (2019) showcases how
costume dramas promote Chinese culture abroad. These dramas, embedded with Confucian virtues, artistic
aesthetics, and philosophical reflections, provide global viewers with a curated image of Chinese civilization (Wang
& Yeh, 2020). Through visual storytelling, they showcase Chinese fashion, cuisine, architecture, and social customs,
sparking interest in broader aspects of Chinese culture.

From a policy perspective, the Chinese government has supported the international distribution of costume
dramas as part of its broader "going out" strategy in cultural diplomacy. The State Administration of Radio and
Television has collaborated with global platforms and encouraged subtitling, dubbing, and licensing to enhance
global access (Zhang, 2019). This has enabled costume dramas to reach new markets and shape China's
international image.

Moreover, the soft power generated by these dramas is not limited to cultural curiosity; it can lead to increased
tourism, consumer interest in Chinese products, and favorable diplomatic perceptions. As Su (2021) argues, cultural
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exports like costume dramas build emotional resonance and cultural legitimacy, making international audiences
more receptive to China's global presence.

Thus, Chinese costume dramas exemplify the use of media for soft power projection, aligning cultural content
with strategic national interests and enhancing China's influence on the global stage.

Media Convergence Theory

Media Convergence Theory, proposed by Jenkins (2006), highlights how digital technologies have transformed
the production, distribution, and consumption of media. In the context of Chinese costume dramas, convergence
plays a pivotal role in amplifying their global reach and cultural impact.

Streaming platforms such as iQIYI, Tencent Video, and Netflix have revolutionized how costume dramas are
distributed. Unlike traditional television, these platforms offer on-demand viewing, multilingual subtitles, and
algorithm-driven recommendations, enabling Chinese dramas to find international audiences more efficiently
(Lobato, 2019). This democratization of access has expanded the global fanbase for costume dramas, including in
non-Chinese-speaking countties.

Social media further enhances convergence by allowing real-time discussion, fan engagement, and cultural
exchange. International viewers often participate in online forums, share memes, and create fan pages on platforms
such as Twitter, Weibo, and Reddit. These participatory cultures foster transnational communities that engage
deeply with Chinese content (Lee, 2021). Moreover, fan-created content such as subtitles, reaction videos, and fan
fiction not only promotes the dramas but also localizes them culturally.

User-generated content (UGC) is a powerful byproduct of convergence. Fans contribute translations, cultural
explanations, and even visual edits that make the content more accessible and engaging. This grassroots labor
complements official promotion efforts and illustrates how audiences co-create cultural value (Yang & Liu, 2020).

Importantly, convergence has also influenced production strategies. Chinese studios now consider
international preferences when scripting and designing dramas, incorporating diverse genres, inclusive themes, and
globally appealing aesthetics. According to Xu and Zhao (2022), this has led to a hybridization of styles that
balances authenticity with marketability.

In summary, Media Convergence Theory provides a robust framework to understand how digital platforms,
social media, and participatory cultures have enhanced the global circulation and reception of Chinese costume
dramas. It underscores the interplay between technology, audience agency, and cultural globalization.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a mixed-methods approach that integrates both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies to provide a well-rounded and nuanced understanding of how Chinese costume dramas
communicate traditional cultural values and how these messages are interpreted by diverse audiences. By combining
statistical data with in-depth qualitative insights, the study aims to capture both the general trends and the individual
interpretations that characterize audience engagement with this unique media genre.

The research design comprises three major components: a large-scale survey, a series of interviews and focus
group discussions, and a content analysis of selected Chinese costume dramas. This triangulated structure ensures
that the study accounts for multiple perspectives and strengthens the overall validity and reliability of the findings.

Data collection begins with a quantitative survey, designed to gather information on audience demographics,
motivations for watching, cultural perceptions, and emotional reactions. The survey is administered online,
leveraging social media networks, fan forums, and streaming platform communities such as Weibo, Reddit,
Facebook, and Douban. It targets individuals aged 18 and above who have watched at least one Chinese costume
drama in the past year, with the aim of collecting at least 500 valid responses from both Chinese and international
viewers.

To complement the survey, qualitative data are collected through in-depth interviews and focus group
discussions. Interview participants include media scholars, drama critics, and television producers who provide
expert insights into production strategies, cultural representation, and narrative choices. Focus group discussions
are conducted with viewers segmented by cultural background and age group, offering a platform for nuanced,
dialogic exploration of audience interpretations. These conversations help to uncover the cultural decoding
processes audiences engage in when interpreting traditional themes embedded in costume dramas.

The third component of the methodology is a detailed content analysis of three landmark costume dramas:
The Untamed (2019), Story of Yanxi Palace (2018), and Nirvana in Fire (2015). These works are selected due to their
international acclaim and rich portrayal of traditional Chinese values and aesthetics. The analysis focuses on themes
such as loyalty, filial piety, moral dilemmas, and historical nationalism. Episodes ate coded using a deductive
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framework that draws from Confucian, Taoist, and folkloric cultural elements. NVivo software is used to facilitate
data coding and thematic categorization.

For the data analysis phase, quantitative survey responses are processed using both descriptive and inferential
statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics such as mean and standard deviation are used to summarize responses,
while inferential methods—including chi-square tests, correlation analysis, and multiple regression—are employed
to examine relationships between demographic variables and cultural perceptions.

The qualitative data from interviews and focus groups are analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase
framework for thematic analysis. This process includes familiarization with data, generation of initial codes,
identification and review of themes, theme definition, and final report writing. This approach allows for the
identification of recurring motifs and diverse audience interpretations.

Content analysis data are similarly processed with NVivo, with specific attention to the frequency, intensity,
and context of cultural themes. Codes are organized around core concepts such as traditional values, power
dynamics, and gender roles.

Ethical considerations are central to the research process. All participants provide informed consent, and their
confidentiality and anonymity are strictly protected. The study complies with institutional ethical guidelines and
has received approval from the relevant review board.

To ensure validity and reliability, the study employs multiple strategies. Triangulation across data sources
strengthens internal validity. The survey instrument undergoes expert review to assess content validity, and
Cronbach’s alpha is calculated to evaluate internal consistency. In the content analysis, inter-coder reliability is
tested through double-coding of a random 20% sample of the episodes.

This multifaceted methodology provides a robust framework for exploring the communicative power of
Chinese costume dramas and their role in cultural transmission and reception on a global scale.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Communication of Traditional Chinese Cultural Values

Survey findings reveal that a significant majority of respondents—both domestic and international—perceive
Chinese costume dramas as effective mediums for communicating traditional Chinese cultural values. Over 78%
of surveyed participants agreed or strongly agreed that these dramas enhanced their understanding of cultural
concepts such as Confucian ethics, filial piety, moral virtue, and social hierarchy. The top-ranked cultural elements
identified were respect for elders and ancestors, duty and loyalty to the family or nation, and ethical dilemmas
rooted in Confucian teachings. These responses reflect a high degree of audience sensitivity to the underlying
values embedded in the narrative and visual structures of the dramas.

The content analysis of three widely acclaimed series—The Untamed, Story of Yanxi Palace, and Nirvana in
Fire—corroborates these survey results. Across these dramas, Confucian values are repeatedly expressed through
character actions, dialogue, and plot development. For example, themes of loyalty to rulers, adherence to moral
duty, and personal sacrifice for collective good are common narrative motifs. In Nirvana in Fire, the protagonist
Mei Changsu consistently upholds principles of loyalty and justice, even at great personal cost. In Story of Yanxi
Palace, the female lead, Wei Yingluo, navigates complex court politics while upholding the Confucian values of
righteousness and resilience.

Visual and aesthetic elements also reinforce cultural communication. Traditional clothing (hanfu), ceremonial
rituals, and classical Chinese settings are employed to immerse viewers in a historically resonant atmosphere. These
artistic choices not only authenticate the narrative environment but also function as visual symbols of traditional
identity. Many survey participants commented on the elegance and symbolism of costume design, noting that such
details enhanced their appreciation of cultural heritage.

Qualitative data from interviews and focus groups further support the importance of traditional values in
costume drama storytelling. Producers and scriptwriters indicated that cultural authenticity was a core
consideration in the development of these dramas. One producer remarked, "Even though the story is fictional,
we want the values—respect for family, loyalty, humility—to be genuinely Chinese. That’s what resonates with
both local and overseas audiences." Interestingly, focus group discussions revealed that international viewers often
relied on cultural markers—such as Confucian phrases, temple scenes, and ancestral rites—to decode the cultural
message. While they did not always fully understand the philosophical underpinnings, they were able to grasp the
importance of virtue, order, and social duty. This suggests that even without direct cultural proximity, Chinese
costume dramas are able to transmit core cultural values through universally accessible storytelling and imagery.
However, the data also highlighted some concerns. A minority of viewers expressed skepticism about whether
these portrayals represent genuine traditional culture or are selectively curated narratives aligned with government-
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approved values. This raises important questions about the authenticity of cultural representation versus ideological
messaging—a topic that will be explored in later sections.

Overall, the findings affirm that Chinese costume dramas play a significant role in the communication of
traditional cultural values. Through a combination of narrative depth, aesthetic richness, and cultural symbolism,
they not only entertain but also educate and influence both domestic and global perceptions of Chinese heritage.

Audience Perceptions and Reception

Survey data reveal nuanced insights into how audiences perceive and receive traditional Chinese culture as
conveyed through costume dramas. The table below presents the percentage distribution of viewer responses
across five Likert-scale categories for four key perception statements:

Table 1: Audience Perceptions and Reception

Strongly Strongly
Statement Agree Agree | Neutral | Disagree | Disagree
Costume dramas help me understand Chinese history
and traditions. 45% 40% 10% 3% 2%
The portrayal of Confucian values (e.g., filial piety,
loyalty) is clear in these dramas. 50% 35% 10% 4% 1%
The historical accuracy of Chinese costume dramas is
reliable. 30% 35% 20% 10% 5%
Costume dramas influence my perception of Chinese
culture. 42% 38% 12% 5% 3%

The first statement—"Costume dramas help me understand Chinese history and traditions"—garnered
overwhelming support, with 85% of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing. This indicates that audiences
widely view these dramas as educational tools that enhance cultural understanding. Only 5% expressed
disagreement, suggesting that the perceived cultural value of the genre is broadly acknowledged.

The second statement—"The portrayal of Confucian values is clear"—received even stronger affirmation,
with 50% strongly agreeing and 35% agreeing. This reinforces findings from the content analysis in section 5.1,
confirming that core Confucian ideals such as loyalty, filial piety, and respect for authority are readily identified and
appreciated by viewers. The low levels of disagreement (5%) also suggest minimal ambiguity in the portrayal of
these cultural values.

In contrast, the third statement—"The historical accuracy of Chinese costume dramas is reliable"—produced
more divided opinions. While 65% agreed or strongly agreed, 20% remained neutral and a combined 15%
expressed some level of disagreement. This reflects a recurring concern among scholars and critics that costume
dramas prioritize dramatization over historical precision. Focus group participants also noted this tension, with
several acknowledging that while the aesthetic and emotional aspects of the dramas were compelling, they were
not always confident about the factual accuracy of historical events or character portrayals.

Finally, the statement—"Costume dramas influence my perception of Chinese culture"—demonstrated a clear
majority response, with 80% affirming their influence. This suggests that costume dramas serve not only as
entertainment but also as cultural ambassadors that shape audience perceptions, particularly among international
viewers who may have limited exposure to Chinese traditions through other channels.

Together, these findings illustrate that costume dramas hold significant communicative power in shaping public
understanding and appreciation of Chinese history and culture. They confirm the genre’s dual role as both an
entertainment product and a soft power vehicle. While cultural values are well received and generally perceived as
authentic, concerns over historical accuracy remain an area warranting further discussion and critical reflection.

Impact of Streaming Platforms

The research findings highlight the transformative role that digital streaming platforms play in the global
dissemination of Chinese costume dramas. Through thematic analysis and reviews of user-generated content, it
becomes evident that platforms such as iQIYI, Tencent Video, YouTube, and Netflix have not only broadened
access to these dramas but also significantly enhanced cross-cultural engagement and participation.

One of the most prominent outcomes is the expanded international reach of Chinese costume dramas.
Previously limited by linguistic and geographical barriers, these dramas are now readily accessible to viewers
worldwide, facilitated by multilingual subtitles and dubbed versions provided by streaming services. The inclusion
of language options such as English, Spanish, French, and Thai has contributed to audience diversification and
greater cultural exposure. Survey respondents from North America, Europe, and Southeast Asia cited subtitles as
a major enabler for engagement, allowing them to follow complex narratives and cultural references with relative
ease. In addition to accessibility, streaming platforms support real-time interaction and cultural exchange. Social
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media platforms such as Twitter, Reddit, TikTok, and Weibo have become vital extensions of the viewing
experience. Hashtags like #TheUntamed and #YanxiPalace have trended globally, fostering virtual communities
of fans who engage in discussions, share interpretations, and produce supplementary content such as memes, fan
art, and video edits. These fan-driven activities were especially prevalent in younger demographics and helped to
bridge cultural gaps by recontextualizing traditional values through contemporary online formats. User-generated
content (UGC) emerged as a particularly influential component in the global reception of costume dramas.
International fans frequently contribute through the creation of fan-subtitles, reviews, thematic analysis videos,
and cultural annotation threads. For example, on platforms like YouTube and Tumblr, fan-made explanatory
content helps non-Chinese viewers understand culturally specific concepts such as filial piety, imperial etiquette,
and Confucian moral dilemmas. This bottom-up circulation of cultural knowledge complements formal content
dissemination and creates a participatory ecosystem around Chinese media.

Qualitative interviews with media scholars and international viewers further reinforce the idea that streaming
platforms play a dual role as both access providers and community enablers. One interviewee from the Philippines
noted, "Without Netflix and the fansubbers, I wouldn’t have been able to understand the deeper meanings behind
the palace rituals in Yanxi Palace. It opened my eyes to an entirely different worldview." Moreover, the influence
of streaming platforms extends back to production decisions. Interviews with industry professionals revealed that
awareness of global audiences has prompted producers to consider international tastes in costume design, pacing,
and character development. Some dramas now include culturally hybrid storytelling strategies to appeal to wider
markets without diluting the traditional essence.

Overall, the integration of streaming services and participatory digital culture has elevated the role of Chinese
costume dramas as global cultural artifacts. These platforms not only facilitate viewership but also cultivate global
communities of cultural interpretation, thereby enhancing the communicative power and international resonance
of traditional Chinese narratives.

Challenges in Cultural Communication

Despite the significant communicative potential of Chinese costume dramas, several challenges emerge in the
effective transmission of traditional culture. Three key issues identified through qualitative interviews, focus
groups, and academic reviews include historical inaccuracies, state censorship, and the commercialization of
traditional culture. These factors present critical tensions between cultural education and entertainment,
authenticity and adaptation, and artistic freedom and political oversight.

Historical inaccuracy is perhaps the most cited concern among both scholars and critical viewers. While
audiences appreciate the historical ambiance and aesthetic detail, many note that costume dramas often take
creative liberties that distort or oversimplify historical events. For instance, timelines are compressed, characters
are fictionalized, and plotlines are dramatized to increase viewer engagement. Focus group participants expressed
skepticism about the reliability of these portrayals. One Chinese university student noted, “I enjoy the drama, but
I know the real history is much more complex. Sometimes it feels like they are rewriting the past for the sake of
drama.” Scholars also warn that such dramatization may lead to a misinformed public, especially among younger
audiences or international viewers unfamiliar with Chinese history. The danger lies in audiences interpreting fiction
as fact, thereby cultivating an inaccurate understanding of China's past. Some experts advocate for clearer
disclaimers or educational supplements to distinguish between dramatic narrative and historical reality. Censorship
is another pervasive issue that affects the content and tone of costume dramas. Interview data from producers and
screenwriters reveal that creative choices are often constrained by government regulations, which dictate acceptable
themes, ideological tones, and character arcs. Topics deemed politically sensitive—such as rebellion against
authority, alternative gender roles, or reinterpretations of historical events—are frequently avoided or sanitized. As
a result, creators must navigate a narrow space between artistic expression and ideological compliance. This
censorship can lead to formulaic storytelling and repetitive moral messaging, which may reduce the overall richness
and diversity of cultural narratives. International viewers, particularly those in democratic societies, may view these
constraints critically, interpreting the dramas as instruments of propaganda rather than cultural heritage.

Commercialization of traditional culture presents a further dilemma. As costume dramas gain popularity both
domestically and abroad, commercial pressures have led to a surge in content production focused more on profit
than cultural fidelity. Traditional elements are often repackaged as aesthetic commodities—beautiful costumes,
grand palaces, and romanticized rituals—detached from their deeper philosophical or historical significance. This
surface-level representation risks diluting cultural meaning and may reduce traditional values to visual spectacle.
Audience data reflect mixed reactions to this trend. While many appreciate the visual grandeur and production
quality, some express concern about the erosion of authenticity. An international fan from France remarked in an
interview, “The visuals are stunning, but I sometimes wonder if what I’'m seeing is real tradition or just fantasy
wrapped in silk.”
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In sum, while Chinese costume dramas serve as powerful tools for cultural communication, their effectiveness
is complicated by challenges of historical distortion, regulatory control, and market-driven adaptation. These
tensions highlight the need for ongoing critical reflection among producers, scholars, and audiences to ensure that
cultural storytelling remains both engaging and respectful of its source material.

DISCUSSION

In addressing the first research objective—analyzing the role of costume dramas in communicating traditional
Chinese cultural values—the findings of this study align closely with existing literature. As supported by Wang and
Yeh (2020), costume dramas serve as narrative platforms that embed Confucian values and cultural identity into
visual storytelling. The consistent appearance of filial piety, hierarchical respect, and moral conflict in popular
dramas such as Nirvana in Fire and The Untamed mirrors what scholars like Zhang and Zhao (2021) describe as
"mediated heritage," wherein television dramatizations reinforce historical continuity. The present study’s content
analysis confirms this pattern and contributes additional insight by showing how these themes are not only
embedded but also deliberately emphasized by creators to enhance both domestic resonance and global
understanding,

Furthermore, the use of traditional symbols, language, and aesthetics found in this study echoes Chan and
Fung’s (2011) observation that the visual grandeur of costume dramas performs a cultural pedagogical function.
This study adds depth to that notion by showing that audiences actively recognize and interpret these elements as
markers of cultural authenticity. This complements Uses and Gratifications Theory, particularly in how viewers
derive educational and emotional satisfaction from viewing such content.

Regarding the second objective—examining audience perceptions and reception—the findings confirm and
extend those of previous scholars. Liu (2020) and Feng (2021) emphasize that audiences perceive costume dramas
as more than entertainment, viewing them as a source of cultural knowledge and emotional engagement. The
survey responses and focus group discussions in this study support these claims, with the majority of respondents
acknowledging increased cultural understanding and emotional identification with characters. These findings
reinforce Cultivation Theory (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), suggesting that frequent exposure to traditional narratives
contributes to shaping viewers” cultural perceptions. However, this study also adds complexity to prior work by
revealing persistent concerns among viewers about the accuracy and integrity of historical portrayals. As noted by
Chen (2019), historical distortion and dramatization risk undermining the educational potential of costume dramas.
Participant responses in this study echo these critiques, indicating that while costume dramas are effective in
transmitting cultural values, they sometimes blur the line between historical education and fictional entertainment.
Additionally, the findings expand on the role of Cultural Proximity Theory (Straubhaar, 1991). While previous
research has emphasized the affinity of East and Southeast Asian audiences for Chinese media, this study shows
how even culturally distant audiences, such as those from Europe and North America, engage with the content
meaningfully—often with the help of subtitles and fan-based cultural annotations. This supports Su’s (2020)
argument that cultural export can be successful when mediated through accessible platforms and participatory fan
cultures. Finally, consistent with Jenkins' (20060) Media Convergence Theory, the study underscores the importance
of streaming services and user-generated content in amplifying global engagement. The study aligns with Lobato
(2019) and Lee (2021) in demonstrating how international fans act not only as consumers but also as co-creators
of cultural knowledge, thereby enhancing the communicative capacity of Chinese media.

In sum, this study corroborates, enriches, and expands upon prior research by providing empirical evidence
of how Chinese costume dramas function as powerful communicative tools for cultural education, identity
construction, and international cultural exchange. It reinforces the view that media can be both an artistic endeavor
and a strategic instrument of soft power, particularly when aligned with digital technologies and transnational
audience participation.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed to explore the communicative value of Chinese costume dramas by addressing two core
research objectives: (1) to analyze the role of costume dramas in communicating traditional Chinese cultural values
and narratives; and (2) to examine audience perceptions and reception of traditional Chinese culture through
costume dramas. The findings from both quantitative and qualitative research methods offer a comprehensive
understanding of how this unique media form contributes to cultural transmission and interpretation.

In response to the first research objective, the study finds that Chinese costume dramas play a significant role
in embedding and communicating traditional values such as Confucian ethics, filial piety, moral righteousness, and
respect for hierarchical order. Content analysis of selected dramas reveals a consistent presence of these themes

2178 © 2025 by Authot/s



Journal of Cultural Analysis and Social Change, 10(4), 2171-2180

across narrative arcs, character development, and visual symbolism. The portrayal of historical rituals, language,
and costumes further enhances the authenticity and cultural richness of the genre. Interviews with producers
confirm that cultural fidelity is a deliberate consideration during scriptwriting and production. Regarding the
second objective, the research confirms that audience reception is overwhelmingly positive with respect to the
transmission of cultural values. Survey results show that most viewers, both domestic and international, recognize
and appreciate the representation of traditional Chinese culture in these dramas. However, the reception is not
without critical reflection. While audiences engage emotionally with the content and report increased cultural
understanding, concerns about dramatization, historical distortion, and ideological messaging persist. Cultural
proximity also influences interpretation, with regional audiences more attuned to cultural references and
international viewers relying on visual cues and online fan communities to grasp deeper meanings.

The study also highlights the crucial role of digital streaming platforms in expanding access and engagement.
Streaming services, coupled with social media and user-generated content, have facilitated the global circulation of
costume dramas and fostered vibrant fan communities. These platforms allow for real-time interaction, cross-
cultural dialogue, and grassroots cultural translation that significantly enhance the communicative power of the
genre. Nonetheless, several challenges remain. Issues of censorship, historical inaccuracy, and commercialization
of cultural symbols threaten to undermine the authenticity and educational potential of costume dramas. These
challenges emphasize the importance of balancing entertainment value with cultural integrity and suggest that
producers, regulators, and audiences must work collaboratively to preserve the richness of traditional narratives.

In conclusion, Chinese costume dramas serve as both cultural artifacts and strategic soft power tools. They
entertain, educate, and connect diverse audiences to Chinese history and values. When crafted thoughtfully and
received critically, they offer a powerful medium for fostering intercultural understanding and promoting cultural
heritage on the global stage.
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