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Abstract This study examines how traditional culture shapes contemporary fashion design through three interconnected
levels—intangible, behavioral, and tangible—within the spatial perspective of culture (Leong & Clark, 2003). Addressing a
research gap, it employs a structured methodology combining expert case selection, thematic mapping, and visual analysis of 16
fashion cases. Interpretation is enriched through three design dimensions—reflective, behavioral, and visceral—adapted from
Norman (2004) via Lin (2005). The findings reveal fashion as a living cultural system in which tradition is dynamically
reinterpreted in relation to contemporary values, social behaviors, and environmental challenges. At the intangible level,
emotions, symbols, and narratives convey cultural values and stories, preserving heritage while enabling renewal. The
behavioral level reflects cultural identity, lifestyles, craftsmanship, and utilization, demonstrating fashion’s role in linking
heritage and innovation, translating traditional languages into modern communicative forms, and supporting sustainable
practices. At the tangible level, color, silhouette, textiles, and decoration express cultural meaning, advance sustainability, and
encourage artistic experimentation. Sustainability functions as a transversal principle influencing ethical, aesthetic, and
functional decisions across all levels. The proposed visual model synthesizes these interactions, mapping cultural levels to
design dimensions and providing a conceptual and practical framework for culturally grounded and sustainable fashion design
with future relevance.
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This intersection has elevated the relevance of tradition

Introduction

in design, driven by growing consumer interest and the

Traditional culture is currently at a crossroads between constant innovation of products incorporating cultural

decline and transformation. While modernization has led to
the gradual abandonment of practices such as craftsmanship,
it has also fostered new methods for preserving and reinter-
preting cultural heritage (Qin et al., 2019). Simultaneously,
globalization has facilitated the expansion of traditional
culture within contemporary society—both through its
meanings and symbols and via its intersection with economic
sectors, notably the textile and fashion industries (Shin et al.,
2011).
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elements (Chai et al., 2015). Cultural products based on
traditional knowledge reflect an evolving culture and
encapsulate the material, intellectual, spiritual, and emotional
aspects of society (Shin et al., 2011). Designers strive to
balance artistic expression with cultural significance,
enhancing both aesthetic and symbolic value (Li et al., 2020).
Integrating tradition into design requires a clear under-
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Traditional Culture Levels in Fashion Design

standing of cultural components and their interaction with
design models, ensuring that products resonate with
contemporary consumer needs (Chai et al., 2015).

Traditional cultural frameworks serve not only to
preserve heritage but also to analyze and mediate cross-
cultural interactions. In this sense, tradition becomes a vital
asset for generating cultural value and fostering innovation in
design. The relationship is symbiotic: cultural value enhances
design, while design propels the evolution of culture.
Together, tradition and culture help preserve collective
memory and identity across generations (Arévalo, 2004;
Miranda, 2005; Shin et al., 2011). Their complexity lies in
their adaptability and in their shared ambiguity with fashion
—understood as a social and historical phenomenon that
channels styles and archetypes across time (Doria, 2012).

Despite its importance, traditional culture remains
under-explored in design theory. To address this gap, this
study adopts Leong and Clark’s (2003) spatial perspective of
culture model, which defines three interrelated levels—
tangible (artifacts), behavioral (practices), and intangible
(meanings and valuesy—to support cultural translation in
design. This framework, validated in design contexts (e.g.,
Chai et al.,, 2015), is expanded by Lin (2005), who aligns
these cultural levels with Norman’s (2004) three design
dimensions: visceral, behavioral, and reflective. Together,
they offer a nuanced tool for interpreting aesthetic,
functional, and symbolic aspects of fashion artifacts.

The methodology follows a qualitative approach,
combining literature review with the analysis of represen-
tative case studies from diverse cultural contexts. These cases
illustrate how traditional elements are reinterpreted in
contemporary fashion, emphasizing sustainability, innovation,
and cultural preservation. Although the theoretical lens offers
rich insights, the absence of empirical data limits the
generalizability of findings. Nonetheless, this study establishes
a foundation for future research incorporating empirical
methods, and contributes to current debates on cultural
preservation and innovation. It offers designers practical
strategies to integrate tradition and creativity, ensuring
cultural heritage remains relevant within globalized fashion
design.
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Literature Review

The Role of Traditional Culture in Design and
Fashion

Integrating traditional cultural values into design not only
enhances the meaning of products but also contributes to the
ongoing evolution of cultural traditions. This integration
enables consumers to form an emotional connection with
cultural elements while identifying with the social values
embodied in the products they choose. In this context, the
fusion of functional design with cultural and traditional
features has become a key element in contemporary product
development (Chai et al., 2015).

In today’s globalized market, traditional and cultural
elements have acquired renewed relevance. In response to
this landscape, brands are increasingly incorporating these
elements to develop products that resonate across cultural
boundaries by blending functionality, symbolism, and heritage.
This balance between cultural authenticity, consumer
expectations, and technological advancement has encouraged
experimentation and the active dissemination of traditional
culture—particularly within the fashion industry (Angamarca
Yupa, 2023).

Design, as a reflective practice, does not merely
reproduce the external appearance of cultural artifacts.
Rather, it enables meaningful cultural transformation in both
form and function (Hsu et al., 2012). Design should express a
narrative, a function, or a lifestyle preference, becoming a
vehicle for identity and personal expression (Leong & Clark,
2003). As a result, numerous studies have explored how
traditional cultural components are being reinterpreted within
contemporary design thinking and practice.

Although theoretical approaches may differ, scholars
generally agree that traditional culture is composed of
multiple layers, ranging from the visible and material to the
abstract and symbolic. These layers include concrete
attributes such as color, form, and texture, as well as abstract
dimensions like emotions, sentiments, and symbolic
meanings (Lee, 2004). A key conceptual framework for
understanding this dynamic is the “spatial perspective of
culture” proposed by Leong and Clark (2003), which

organizes traditional culture into three interrelated levels, as
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BEHAVIORAL LEVEL

INTANGIBLE LEVEL

Figure 1. Spatial perspective of culture (Leong & Clark, 2003)

illustrated in Figure 1:

Intangible Level: Encompasses spiritual, symbolic, and
emotional elements of culture, such as art, belief systems,
narratives, and collective memory. These aspects embed deep
cultural significance into design outcomes.

Behavioral Level: Reflects culture through social
practices and functional habits. It includes attributes like
usability, craftsmanship, and adaptive functionality, bridging
cultural heritage with contemporary lifestyles.

Tangible Level: Represents culture through material
and visible forms, including food, architecture, and—within
the scope of this study—clothing. It highlights concrete
design elements such as color, shape, texture, pattern, and
form (Chai et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2007).

These levels form a dynamic, interconnected structure
for understanding how tradition informs contemporary
design. They serve not only as analytical categories but as
practical tools for translating cultural heritage into aesthetic,

functional, and meaningful design outcomes.

Levels of Cultural Artifacts in Relation to Design
Features

From a fashion design perspective, while fashion may
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initially be regarded as a tangible representation of traditional
culture, it is equally important to recognize its role as an
intangible expression of cultural identity. Fashion enhances
the value of clothing by embedding various cultural and
social attributes, including modesty, comfort, aesthetics, and
identity. In this process, the external dimension—represented
by cultural artifacts—serves as a medium for interpreting
underlying cultural values (Jansen, 2014). Consequently,
design operates on an explicit level, materializing as a
cultural artifact that can be examined through the lenses of
function, symbolism, and aesthetics. Simultaneously, the
implicit level encompasses cultural variables that facilitate a
deeper understanding of the specific attributes embedded
within a design (Lee, 2004).

In a similar manner, these cultural tradition elements
manifest across three distinct levels within design, as
illustrated in Figure 2 (Lin, 2005). These levels correspond to
three fundamental design dimensions proposed by Norman
(2004): visceral design, behavioral design, and reflective
design. The first, visceral design, pertains to the immediate
aesthetic appeal and sensory impact of a product. This
dimension involves the transformation of form, texture, and
pattern into a visually compelling object, where initial
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Figure 2. Alignment of Cultural Levels with Design Features (Lin, 2005)

impressions play a crucial role. The second, behavioral
design, is associated with the functional and practical aspects
of a product, focusing on its usability and performance. This
dimension ensures that a design serves its intended purpose
efficiently. The third, reflective design, pertains to the
emotions and cognitive associations elicited by the object.
This includes its symbolic meaning, cultural significance,
self-representation, and the message it conveys to others
(Aftab & Rusli, 2017; Lin et al., 2007). As shown in Figure
2, this alignment facilitates a more nuanced interpretation of
how traditional cultural levels inform design features in
contemporary fashion.

This study uses the adapted framework—derived from
Lin (2005) and informed by Norman (2004)—to support the
analytical application of Leong and Clark’s model. However,
it does not employ Lin’s full transformation process
(identification, translation, and implementation), focusing
solely on the conceptual alignment of cultural levels and
design dimensions. This integration provides a practical
structure to explore how cultural references are expressed
through specific aesthetic, functional, and symbolic features
in fashion artifacts. This conceptual alignment provides the
foundation for the methodological approach outlined in the
following section.
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Research Method

This study applies Leong and Clark’s (2003) three-level
cultural framework—tangible, behavioral, and intangible—to
examine how traditional culture informs contemporary fashion
design. Originally developed to support cultural translation in
design, the model provides a structured lens to analyze how
cultural elements are materialized, performed, or symbolized
in fashion. Despite its relevance, the framework has been
seldom applied systematically in fashion studies; this
research addresses that gap by operationalizing it as a core
analytical tool.

An initial corpus of culturally relevant fashion cases
was reviewed by a panel of six scholars using predefined
criteria: (1) alignment with cultural attributes identified in the
literature; (2) visual and symbolic richness; and (3) clarity in
expressing culture through form, function, or meaning. From
this broader pool, 16 representative cases were selected by
the author based on the expert panel’s evaluations and
thematic relevance. A set of keywords was used to guide the
classification process, including: Color, Collective Memory,
Craftsmanship, Cultural Identity, Decoration, Emotions,
Heritage, Innovation, Lifestyle, Material Culture, Narratives,
Rituals, Silhouette, Storytelling, Sustainability, Symbolism,
Textiles, Traditional Techniques, Utilization, Values, and
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Visual Identity.

Cases were distributed across the three cultural levels
based on analytical fit rather than numerical balance: the
tangible level includes eight cases due to its material
expressiveness, while the behavioral and intangible levels
include four each to allow for interpretive depth. Classifi-
cation was grounded in literature and refined through
iterative analysis. Visual and contextual data were sourced
from museum archives, academic publications, curated media,
digital collections, and interviews with designers, offering
insights into both design intent and cultural meaning.

To deepen the analysis, the study integrates Lin’s
(2005) adaptation of Leong and Clark’s framework with
Norman’s (2004) three design dimensions—visceral (aesthetic/
formal), behavioral (functional/use-based), and reflective
(symbolic/meaningful). These dimensions serve as interpretive
tools to articulate how cultural content is embedded in the
aesthetic, functional, and symbolic aspects of each design.
Rather than functioning as a separate framework, they enrich
the core analysis by highlighting the interplay between
culture and design strategies.

The analytical validity of this model is supported by
prior studies in design and cultural theory (Chai et al., 2015;
Hsu et al., 2012; Lee, 2004; Lin, 2005; Qin et al., 2019; Qin
& Ng, 2020; Siu, 2005). In this study, structured tables map
each case across cultural levels and design dimensions,
enabling cross-case comparison and pattern identification.
Although each case is primarily assigned to a dominant
cultural level, all three levels and their corresponding design
dimensions are considered, reflecting their interconnected
nature in fashion. This integrated methodology offers a
replicable framework for bridging cultural theory and design
analysis, highlighting how traditional culture is reinterpreted

within contemporary fashion practice.

Case lllustrations of Cultural
Levels in Fashion Design

Intangible Level

The intangible level of traditional culture is deeply
intertwined with the meanings, emotions, and narratives it
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conveys (Zong et al., 2023), serving as a fundamental
element that stimulates cultural reflection and awareness
(Qin & Ng, 2020). This aspect influences not only human
behavior but also the design of physical objects (Siu, 2005).
Within this framework, fashion plays a key role in
transmitting emotions rooted in traditional culture to
consumers. Fashion is not merely a visual experience—it is
also an internal and emotional one. Through artistic
expression, it channels emotions by harnessing creativity and
originality, fostering a shared connection that links the past,
present, and future (Kolar, 2023). This process allows
individuals to identify with the traditions embodied in
cultural objects, thereby deepening their emotional engagement.
In the design process, these emotions are intentionally
integrated as a vital component of creative development
(Lascar, 2014).

Emotions: In this context, emotions play a central role
as the driving force behind creativity and design, particularly
when it comes to conveying the values and sentiments of a
culture. While emotions like happiness, sadness, and anger
are experienced by all humans, the way they are expressed
differs across cultures. This variation arises because each
culture develops its own set of values and customs influenced
by its history. These cultural experiences shape the emotions
individuals feel, helping them make sense of their
environment and their interactions with others. In the design
process, emotions not only drive the development of ideas
but also enable designers to connect with cultural values on
both a personal and social level. Positive emotions, in
particular, foster greater creativity, which can result in
designs that are more attractive and meaningful to the
audience (Hou, 2020; Lascar, 2014; ). By incorporating these
emotions into their creations, designers allow consumers to
experience an emotional connection with the object, in this
case, a fashion garment. This emotional connection, in turn,
generates a deeper understanding of the cultural traditions
that the garment represents.

Symbeols: Symbols have deep roots in human history
and have been essential in the formation and evolution of
popular culture, acting as cultural codes that transmit values
and emotions from one generation to the next. These symbols

reflect both material and spiritual aspects of societies, and are
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expressed through various cultural elements, such as
clothing. Symbols are crucial for daily life and facilitate the
understanding and communication of complex concepts
(Kaya & Romanescu, 2021). In the field of fashion design,
symbols represent more than just aesthetics; they consist of
two key elements: the signifier, related to material aspects
(such as colors and patterns), and the signified, which
addresses the conceptual content and associated emotions.
These two components interact to merge cultural heritage
with aesthetics, creating a system of symbols that transcends
the visual and promotes deeper, more interactive communi-
cation about culture (Zhi-jun & Cheng-Ai, 2006; Zou &
Joneurairatana, 2020; Zong et al., 2023).

Narratives: Understanding the role of emotions and
symbols in design is essential, as they influence the creation
of visual narratives that establish deeper connections with the
audience by conveying values and meanings rooted in
traditional cultures. Intangible cultural practices, such as
storytelling and mythopoeia, are key tools in this process as
they help communicate emotions and symbols, strengthening
a sense of identity and belonging. Traditional storytelling, in
particular, plays a significant role in reinforcing the
connection with culture, creating meaningful connections
that allow individuals to feel part of their cultural heritage
(Chan, 2021). In the field of design, the use of mythopoeia
stands out for its ability to perpetuate traditional symbols
without merely celebrating the past. This strategy allows for
the innovative reinterpretation of cultural values, adapting
them to contemporary contexts. An example of how this
process occurs is through the symbolic value that brands
create by building narratives and meanings around their
designs (Boccardi et al., 2016). By incorporating traditional
symbols into a modern context, brands not only communicate
emotions and values, but also establish a deep connection
with consumers, who perceive these stories as resonating
with their own cultural experiences.

Contemporary fashion often conveys the intangible
dimensions of culture—emotions, symbols, and narratives—
by fostering reflection and emotional engagement. Designers
reinterpret cultural memory and identity through symbolism,
authorship, and storytelling, emphasizing both continuity and
resistance to cultural appropriation. A powerful example is
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the work of b.Yellowtail, who expresses Indigenous memory
through fashion by incorporating motifs such as elk tooth
patterns, war bonnets, and Plains ledger art to evoke
resilience, femininity, and cultural continuity (Figure 3). Her
Women Warrior Ledger Scarf, created in collaboration with
Blackfeet artist John Pepion, reimagines traditional drawings
as symbols of empowerment. Likewise, chiffon dresses
featuring elk tooth patterns reference ceremonial identity,
while war bonnet imagery evokes ancestral symbols and
memory. Handmade on Native land by Indigenous artisans,
Yellowtail’s designs promote cultural sovereignty through
ethical production and community-centered authorship. Her
work resists commodification by prioritizing visibility and
self-representation (Allaire, 2018; ConnectCom, 2025; Willett-
Wei, 2015). In contrast, when cultural symbols are appro-
priated without context or respect, the result can be harmful.
This is evident in the case of Gucci’s “Indy Full Turban,”
which sparked widespread backlash (Figure 4). The Sikh
dastaar is a sacred emblem tied to spiritual identity,
resistance, and ritual practice. By aestheticizing it without
acknowledgment of its significance—while Sikh individuals
continue to face discrimination for wearing it—Gucci’s design
was widely criticized as a form of cultural exploitation (Ilchi,
2019; Kaur, 2019). This incident underscores the ethical
imperative in fashion to honor the intangible cultural
meanings embedded in symbols, rather than reducing them to
decorative trends. Moving to another example of thoughtful
cultural engagement, Alexander McQueen’s Fall 2020
Ready-to-Wear collection, designed by Sarah Burton,
integrates Welsh heritage symbols—love spoons, blankets,
and upcycled flannels—to express narratives of care,
resilience, and protection (Figure 5). Through intricate
embroidery and textile treatments, Burton transforms
heritage motifs into contemporary expressions of strength
and emotional depth, offering a poetic response to
uncertainty grounded in tradition and sustainability (Bowles,
2020). Similarly, Natana€l Bennefla, in his graduate collection
at the French Institute of Fashion, explores symbolic and
emotional identity through Algerian heritage (Figure 6).
Rather than simply representing cultural identity, Bennefla
reconstructs traditional garments as nostalgic, surreal objects

linked to the memory of a lost paternal figure. His use of
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Key Cultural Elements

Design Dimensions

Key Cultural & Design Insights

Figure 3. ¢ Tangible: Beadwork, tribal
Women patterns, elk tooth motifs  Visceral: Traditional aesthetics
Warrior ¢ Behavioral: Indigenous e Behavioral: Community-led,
Scarf - B. lifestyle, protest use ceremonial use
Yellowtail * Intangible: Memory, sacred * Reflective: Empowerment, self-
(Willett-Wei, symbolism, resistance representation
2015) narratives
* Tangible: Sikh turban
Figure 4. & .  Visceral: Exoticized styling
) * Behavioral: Detached from . )
Gucci Fall ritual meanin ¢ Behavioral: Non-functional,
2018 Turban ¢ Intan ibIe'SgirituaI symbolism commodified
(lichi, 2019) g - P ) Y ' ¢ Reflective: Loss of meaning,
narratives of resistance and .
. cultural disrespect
equality
Figure 5. . . . I
* Tangible: Embroidery, wool * Visceral: Heraldic tailoring,
Alexander X . .
McQueen flannel, jacquard symbolic detail
Fall * Behavioral: Craft revival, ¢ Behavioral: Wearable
sustainability storytelling, eco-conscious
2020 . ) ) . " ]
(Bowles, ¢ Intangible: Emotional heritage, * Reflective: Resilience, poetic
2020) ! Welsh symbolism continuity
Figure 6. . ) .
Natanaél * Tangible: Algerian garments, * Visceral: Layered, surreal
surreal elements reinterpretation
Bennefla . - . .
(Institut * Behavioral: Reclaiming * Behavioral: Identity work
X fragmented heritage through dress
Francais de . ) ; . I
la Mode. * Intangible: Healing, belonging, * Reflective: Reconciliation,
2023) ! symbolic reconstruction search for cultural roots

Emotional and Symbolic
Depth: Intangible cultural
elements—such as spirituality,
memory, and values—infuse
fashion with emotional
resonance and layered
meaning.

Fashion as a Narrative of
Heritage: Designers use
garments to tell ancestral
stories, express collective
memory, and convey deep
emotions, fostering a sense of
cultural continuity.

Cultural Belonging and
Reflective Design: Rooted
designs support emotional
reconnection to heritage, while
reflective approaches ensure
respectful interpretation and
intercultural dialogue.

Risks of Misrepresentation:
Overlooking intangible
meanings can lead to cultural
appropriation and loss of
symbolic value, undermining
the integrity of fashion design.

surrealism reveals both a rupture from and a search for
cultural continuity, translating personal absence into
symbolic presence (Institut Francais de la Mode, 2023). His
work demonstrates how design can embody emotional
narratives of loss, belonging, and fragmented identity beyond
visible markers of culture. Taken together, these examples
demonstrate that intangible cultural elements—such as
emotions, symbolism, and narratives—play a central role in
contemporary fashion. When grounded in cultural knowledge
and clear authorship, fashion becomes a meaningful medium
through which heritage can be respectfully transmitted, while
simultaneously engaging with both personal and collective

forms of expression, as summarized in Table 1.
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Behavioral Level

The intermediate level of traditional culture emphasizes
behavioral and social components, serving as a bridge
between tangible and intangible levels (Qin & Ng, 2020).
Two main trends define this level: one focuses on behavior,

social organization, customs, and language (Lin et al., 2007;

Wu et al., 2004); the other centers on use, craftsmanship, and
the functionality of culturally rooted products (Zong et al.,

2023).

Lifestyles: They are key to understanding sociocultural

trends and contextualizing how traditional culture intersects
with contemporary design and identity. Fashion and textile
design reflect and transmit these values, allowing consumers
to engage in cultural learning and self-expression (Qin & Ng,
2020). As a form of cultural expression, fashion links utility
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with cultural meaning, enabling individuals to convey their
ethnic identity, traditions, and heritage through their clothing.
Central to the evolution of both fashion and cultural identity
is the creation of "new" traditions or the adaptation of
existing ones to reflect contemporary social realities and
lifestyles (Beiner, 2001). This process of "invention of
traditions" allows cultural elements to evolve, adapt, and
merge with modern lifestyles, while retaining their symbolic
depth (Cuellar, 2012). Fashion exemplifies how traditional
elements can be reinvented to meet contemporary lifestyles,
creating a dynamic exchange between tradition and
innovation (Mansilla Viedma, 2021).

Cultural identity: Expressed through behavior and
lifestyle, it connects fashion with traditional culture. It
signifies group belonging and the expression of ethnicity and
heritage (Doria, 2012; Zong et al., 2023), and is shaped
through socially constructed processes of tradition reinvention
(Beiner, 2001; Bronner, 1998; Cuéllar, 2012). Fashion serves
as a transformative medium, fostering communities that
innovate while preserving cultural roots (Mansilla Viedma,
2021; Voigt, 1983). Furthermore, movements such as
subcultures and countercultures demonstrate how tradition
can be reinterpreted or contested, showing its flexible role in
social behavior (Cuéllar, 2012; Yinger, 1960). Ultimately,
traditional culture guides behavior and identity formation
within society (Leonard et al., 2009; Leong & Clark, 2003).

Craftsmanship: Positioned at the intersection of identity
and tradition, craftsmanship in fashion functions as a key
cultural practice that preserves heritage while encouraging
innovation. The growing interest in handmade, collaborative,
and artisanal methods reflects a broader cultural heritage
process, where traditional techniques are creatively adapted
to contemporary contexts. Consumers increasingly value
fashion items that integrate recycling and traditional
craftsmanship, recognizing their contributions to environmental
sustainability, cultural continuity, and social meaning. These
products stand out for their quality and the values they
convey, including environmental respect and heritage
preservation (Saepudin, 2021). This trend also includes a
shift toward natural fabrics like linen and cotton, valued for
their eco-friendliness, comfort, and alignment with current

environmental concerns (Cirja et al., 2023).
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Utilization: The renewed appreciation for craftsmanship
has elevated the everyday relevance of handmade products
by emphasizing their functional and aesthetic value. This
demand reflects a broader cultural and environmental
awareness, with consumers favoring high-quality, sustainable
items that merge beauty and utility. In artisanal design, utility
and aesthetics are deeply connected, striving for a balance
between functionality and omamentation—what Shiner
(2012) calls an “everyday aesthetic.” This fusion of innovation,
cultural heritage, and creativity enables the development of
products that meet practical needs while carrying strong
cultural and symbolic meaning (Yang et al., 2022). Such
dynamics illustrate how fashion reimagines behavioral
traditions to align with modern lifestyles.

This dynamic can be observed through several design
cases that engage with the behavioral level of culture in
distinct yet interconnected ways. Traditional Uzbek clothing
(Figure 7) exemplifies the behavioral level of culture, where
dress embodies lived practices, environmental adaptation,
and artisanal knowledge. Loose silhouettes and layered
garments accommodate both climatic conditions and social
customs, while colors and embroidery communicate status,
age, and ethnic identity. Sustainability is embedded in
traditional methods: handwoven textiles are fully utilized to
reduce waste, gendered labor structures govern cotton and
silk production, and local resources support ecological
balance. Regional differences in technique and style transmit
cultural knowledge and foster social cohesion. Contemporary
Uzbek designers blend this heritage with modern aesthetics,
illustrating how functional, symbolic, and sustainable
principles intersect in everyday dress (Kamilova, 2021).
Similarly, Nigerian designer Abiola Olusola channels
behavioral cultural codes by integrating Yoruba fabrics like
adire into modern silhouettes tailored for Nigeria’s climate.
Her use of breathable natural fibers such as cotton and linen
ensures comfort amid rising temperatures and unpredictable
rainfall. Operating with a zero-inventory, small-scale production
model, Olusola minimizes waste and plastic use—balancing
cultural preservation with environmental innovation (Figure
8) (Gyarkye, 2020). Her work bridges tradition and practicality,
reflecting how fashion responds to both ecological and social

realities. In other cases, designers reinterpret behavioral
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codes to challenge or hybridize tradition. Alexander
McQueen’s Fall 2003 collection (Figure 9) fuses Eurasian
references—samurai armor, Russian lacquer dolls, and
embroidery—with punk deconstruction, crafting a hybrid
aesthetic that disrupts fixed identities. This interplay between
dominant and marginalized cultural symbols reflects the
evolving nature of behavioral culture, shaped by lived
experience and creative provocation (Mower, 2003). Issey
Miyake likewise exemplifies behavioral design through his
reimagining of traditional Japanese dress (Figure 10).
Drawing from the kimono, Miyake integrates pleated textiles
and graphic motifs by Ikko Tanaka, embedding form and
pattern directly into the fabric (Orton, 2016). This synthesis
of movement, innovation, and cultural continuity expresses a
philosophy of wearability and timelessness. By honoring
craftsmanship while adapting to contemporary needs,

Table 2. Summary of the Behavioral Cultural Level in Case Studies

Alfonso Noel Nurfiez Barranco - Hwa Kyung Song

Miyake’s designs reveal how traditional behavioral codes
evolve through experimentation and collaboration. Across
these examples, designers engage with behavioral culture not
merely as a means of preserving tradition, but as a flexible
framework through which practices are adapted, subverted,
or expanded. This approach highlights how fashion operates
as a dynamic system, reflecting the ongoing interplay
between identity, utility, and lived cultural experience, as
outlined in Table 2.

Tangible Level

The tangible level of traditional culture is defined by its
material and visual components. Building upon categories
identified in previous studies, this research focuses on four

key dimensions—color, silhouette, textiles, and decoration—

Key Cultural Elements

Design Dimensions Key Cultural & Design Insights

= Figure 7. ¢ Tangible: Loose silhouettes, .
Uzbekistan's vibrant embroidery ° Vlscera‘l: Colorful, celebratory « Culture as Functional
National * Behavioral: Climate-adapted, aesthetics Practice: Fashion adant
Costumes reinforces daily identity * Behavioral: Ventilation and ractice: rashion adapts
(Kamilova, * Intangible: Regional symbolism, movement ‘trad|F|onall‘behtaworsd—mi)desty,
2021) narrative of tradition « Reflective: Personal-collective ayering, climate needs—to
preservation heritage connection modern life, preserving cultural
) meaning.
Figure 8. * Tangible: Natural fibers, . . * Design a.s Lifestyle
Nigerian tailored cuts, handwoven details * Visceral: Earth tones, natural Adaptation: Dress practices are
Designer - « Behavioral: Artisan textures reworked into wearable forms
Abiola collaboration, climate- * Behavioral: Breathable, eco- suited to today's routines and
Olusola responsive conscious wearability identities.
. ) * Reflective: Cultural continuit
(Gyarkye, ¢ Intangible: Ethical values, . - Y . .

2020) sustainability narratives through innovation * Craftsmanship as Lived
Heritage: Handmade,
collaborative processes turn

Figure 9 « Tangible: Embroidery, armor « Visceral: Surreal, theatrical everyday utility into cultural and
. . ' visual impact aesthetic value.
Alexander silhouettes, dramatic styling . Behaviofal' Concept over
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as fundamental to the expression and transmission of
traditional culture through fashion (Chai et al., 2015; Wu et
al., 2004; Zong et al., 2023). Each element contributes to
how traditional culture is materialized, preserved, and
innovatively reinterpreted in contemporary design.

Color: The visual component of color is a central
design element that serves not only aesthetic purposes but
also conveys emotion, symbolism, and cultural meaning. In
traditional cultures, specific colors often represent seasons,
values, or celebrations, helping to establish a sense of
authenticity in fashion design (Hou, 2020; Zlatev et al.,
2019). A deliberately limited color palette can further
enhance cultural specificity by producing unique tones
closely tied to tradition (Kou & Liu, 2021). Beyond
individual or cultural associations, the use of color must also
consider audience perception to foster emotional cohesion
and cultural resonance (Wang & Cho, 2018). As a
foundational element in folk and traditional arts, color
remains deeply relevant in contemporary design, where its
symbolic layers are continuously reinterpreted by designers
(Jiang, 2017). Thus, color functions as a powerful tool for
expressing identity, evoking memory, and preserving
tradition. Through its role in traditional garments, color
achieves both aesthetic and symbolic objectives—
beautifying the body, reflecting emotions, and sustaining
cultural narratives (Zhang & Wei, 2022).

Silhouette: As the external shape of clothing,
significantly shapes perception and communicates cultural
values. Despite its importance, this aspect has been
comparatively underexplored in research on fashion and
traditional culture (Zhang et al., 2020). Silhouettes reflect
ideals of beauty and social norms, adapting to the bodily
aesthetics of each culture (Kronenfeld et al., 2010).
Throughout history, the manipulation of the body—through
practices like neck or leg elongation in African and Asian
traditions—has shaped silhouette as a cultural expression
(Fillmer, 2010). Moreover, tattoos, piercings, and other body
modifications have become rich sources of inspiration in
contemporary fashion, especially in avant-garde movements
that challenge gender and beauty norms (Geczy &
Karaminas, 2020; Skivko, 2020). These modifications, often
rooted in ritualistic and tribal traditions, express identity and
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collective meaning (Walzer & Sanjurjo, 2016). As such,
silhouette functions as a dynamic cultural mediunr—one that
preserves symbolic heritage while accommodating contemporary
interpretations and consumer needs (Kou & Liu, 2021).

Textiles: As tangible artifacts, these materials embody
intangible cultural heritage through their texture, composition,
and craftsmanship. They play a crucial role in sustaining
identity, memory, and local economies, even as industriali-
zation and the erosion of manual skills threaten their survival
(Kipoz & Himam, 2014). Despite limited accessibility,
traditional textiles are gaining renewed appreciation, especially
in the context of sustainable design. The interplay between
natural and synthetic materials illustrates the tension between
tradition and innovation: while synthetic fabrics are more
cost-effective, natural textiles demand higher investment and
labor, exacerbated by the decline in traditional fiber sources
like sheep farming (Gonzalez Lazaro, 2015). Advances in
technology, however, offer new opportunities. Digital
fabrication techniques allow designers to merge tradition and
modernity, fostering innovation and sustainability (Tristantie,
2017). Practices like zero-waste design and textile recycling
support circular production systems that extend garment life
cycles (Wanniarachchi et al., 2020). Additionally, traditional
techniques often incorporate natural materials such as wood
or metal, enriching sensory experience and deepening
cultural engagement. Textile production, therefore, acts not
only as a creative endeavor but also as a means of
transmitting stories, skills, and identity across generations
(Garlock, 2016; Hou, 2020).

Decoration: Among the oldest and most instinctive
elements of dress, this form of visual expression is comparable
to the human capacity for language and mathematics
(Riisberg & Munch, 2015). In traditional fashion, decoration
encompasses two main approaches: accessories, often made
of precious materials like gold and gemstones that symbolize
power and identity (Cangas & Florea-Burduja, 2023), and
textile ornamentation, which enhances both aesthetic and
functional aspects of garments. Decorative motifs—such as
animals, plants, or geometric patterns—carry ritualistic and
magical significance, reflecting deep ties to nature and
cultural beliefs (Chuprina et al., 2020; Khazbulatov &
Ibragimov, 2021). These motifs are often embedded in
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embroidery, appliqué, or weaving techniques that establish a
dialog between tradition and artistic innovation. In
contemporary fashion, decoration remains a key expressive
medium, incorporating diverse materials and forms: lace,
ruffles, fringe, pleats, and recycled embellishments (Pashkevich
et al., 2022). Technological developments have significantly
transformed decorative practices. Manual embroidery, for
instance, has evolved into machine-based techniques that
enhance precision and scalability. Likewise, painting and
printing have integrated digital tools—such as Photoshop or
Al-driven programs—offering unprecedented creative freedom
(Dan-Dan & Zhi-Qiang, 2017; Melnyk et al., 2021). Even
traditional crafts like patchwork have been reimagined in
light of sustainability, reinforcing cultural narratives while
reducing waste (Franklin, 2020). Decoration thus continues
to function not only as an artistic detail but as a medium of
memory, identity, and cultural regeneration.

The tangible level of culture in fashionr—encompassing
color, silhouette, textiles, and decoration—materializes
heritage and identity through design. These elements go
beyond aesthetics, serving as vehicles for storytelling,
cultural continuity, and innovation. The following cases
illustrate how traditional tangible forms are reinterpreted in
contemporary practice to express cultural values and address
current social and environmental challenges.

Color remains a key signifier of cultural identity and
emotion. In African design, for instance, symbolism and
chromatic language are central. As Kolar (2023) notes, color
in Affican textiles reflects both environmental connection
and spiritual meaning. Kenyan designer David Ochieng
(Avido) exemplifies this by using colors like black, brown,
and gold to represent Aftrican identity and the landscape of
Kibera (Figure 11). His work transforms color into a
narrative of dignity, resilience, and visibility in marginalized
urban spaces (Olivares, 2020; Vogue, 2020). Similarly, in
Khoon Hooi’s 2022 Chinese New Year collection (Figure
12), red—traditionally associated with prosperity and joy—
becomes a means to construct aspirational social identities.
Through vibrant jewel tones and metallic brocades, Hooi's
character “Madam Lee” performs modern Chinese aristocracy,
evoking nostalgia, elegance, and class (Lim, 2022; Suraya &
Segaren, 2022; Tan, 2022;). These examples show how color
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bridges symbolic heritage and contemporary identity formation.
Silhouette also operates as a tangible conduit of cultural
meaning, shaped historically through practices like body
modification. As Walzer and Sanjurjo (2016) argue, such
forms express spiritual and aesthetic codes within tribal
contexts—an influence that persists in today’s design.
Alexander McQueen’s Fall 2000 collection, for example,
channels the Yoruba deity Eshu through dramatic silhouettes
combining Victorian structures with African motifs (Figure
13). Scarification patterns and horsehair headpieces add
ritualistic depth, merging material and narrative in the
garment’s form (Ayerhs Magazine, 2025; Met Museum,
2011; Vogue, 2015). In a different tone, Jeremy Scott’s Fall/
Winter 2020 Moschino collection (Figure 14) reinterprets
18th-century French panniers with anime-inspired excess.
The exaggerated silhouettes blend historic and pop references,
using shape to both parody and preserve cultural codes
(Leitch, 2020). In both cases, silhouette becomes a platform
for cultural expression, critique, and playful subversion.
Textiles further connect craft and sustainability. Indian
brand Iro Iro (Figure 15), founded by Goenka, employs a
circular design model that transforms textile waste into
minimalist garments rooted in Indian handweaving traditions.
The brand supports artisans and marginalized women,
embedding social equity and ecological awareness into every
stage of production (Vaidya, 2022). In China, designer
Liangzi revives Gambiered Guangdong silk (shuliang), a
textile made through a 30-step natural process involving
plant dyes, clay, and sun-drying (Figure 16). Her work not
only preserves endangered techniques but also secured their
recognition as intangible cultural heritage, linking sustaina-
bility with cultural transmission (Tangy, n.d.; Tsui, 2013).
Finally, decoration becomes a site of symbolic resonance
and material care. Turkish designer Beth Bugdaycay, through
her brand Foundrae (Figure 17), crafts modern heirlooms—
medallions and pendants infused with ancestral symbols like
snakes and stars. These visual talismans reflect values like
resilience and wholeness, merging emotional expression with
sustainable luxury (The Flair Index, n.d.). Similarly,
Portuguese designer Joana Duarte, through Béhen (Figure
18), reclaims domestic textiles like vintage linens and

tablecloths. Her richly adorned garments feature embroidery,
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Table 3. Summary of the Tangible Cultural Level in Case Studies

Key Cultural Elements

Design Dimensions

Key Cultural & Design Insights

Fig. 11
David
Ochieng -
Avido
(Vogue,
2020)

e Tangible: Earthy tones (black,

brown, gold)

Behavioral: Urban pride,
streetwear lifestyle
Intangible: Colors symbolism,
pride and resilience rooted in
African identity

Visceral: Vibrant, emotionally
resonant palette

Behavioral: Enables visible
identity expression

Reflective: Affirms cultural
pride and landscape connection

Figure 12.
Khoon Khoi
- Chinese
New Year
(Khoon,
2022)

Tangible: Red/gold brocade,
jewel tones

Behavioral: Festive tradition,
aspirational identity
Intangible: Luck, prosperity,
emotional heritage

Visceral: Red as festive visual
cue

Behavioral: Functional for
rituals

Reflective: Strengthens
emotional/cultural continuity

Figure 13.

McQueen

Fall 2000
(Vogue,
2015)

Tangible: Elongated forms,
skin/metal textures
Behavioral: Referencing ritual
transformation

Intangible: Identity, ritual,
symbolic rebirth

Visceral: Disturbing, unfamiliar
visuals

Behavioral: Alters movement
and posture

Reflective: Explores
ancestral/body-based identity
shifts

Figure 14.
Jeremy
Scott's
Moschino
FW 2020
(Leicth,
2020)

Tangible: Exaggerated panniers,
synthetic materials

Behavioral: Satirical identity
play

Intangible: Class critique,
historical parody

Visceral: Theatrical, humorous
visuals

Behavioral: Performative
exaggeration

Reflective: Critiques elitism and
fashion history

Figure 15.
Iro Iro -
Hindu Craft
and Zero
Waste
(Vaidya,
2022)

Tangible: Upcycled textiles,
earthy tones, hand-stitching
Behavioral: Promotes
sustainability, supports artisans
Intangible: Ecological values,
spiritual-cultural continuity

Visceral: Organic simplicity
Behavioral: Durable, mindful
usage

Reflective: Integrates
spirituality, ancestry, and eco-
ethics

Figure 16.
Liangzi -
Reviving

Shuliang Silk
(Tangy, n.d.)

Tangible: Herbal/clay-dyed silk,
woven fabrics

Behavioral: Traditional
production, identity affirmation
Intangible: Ancestral healing
symbolism

Visceral: Earthy, soft textures
Behavioral: Thermoregulating,
eco-aligned

Reflective: Living heritage as
sustainable practice

Figure 17.
Beth
Bugdaycay -
Symbolic
Jewelry
(The Flair
Index, n.d.)

Tangible: Star/animal motifs,
precious metals

Behavioral: Heirloom ritual,
conscious luxury

Intangible: Spiritual storytelling,
identity encoding

Visceral: Intimate, symbolic
detailing

Behavioral: Everyday personal
use

Reflective: Fuses ancient
symbolism with modern seif-
narrative

Figure 18.
Joana
Duarte -
Recycled
Embroidery
(Bobb, 2020)

Tangible: Vintage textiles, glass
beads, embroidery
Behavioral: Slow fashion, local
storytelling

Intangible: Intergenerational
memory, fusion, care

Visceral: Tactile sparkle and fine

detail

Behavioral: Sustainable,
custom, collaborative
Reflective: Narrates heritage
and ecological responsibility

® Cultural Continuity through
Materiality: All cases
reinterpret tangible elements—
color, textiles, silhouette, and
decoration—to preserve and
evolve cultural identity.

Interconnection of Levels:
While rooted in materiality, each
example engages emotional and
behavioral layers (ritual, identity,
sustainability), proving that
tangible culture is inherently
connected to the intangible and
behavioral.

Visceral Design as Cultural
Translator: Designers use
material and visual codes to
convey narratives, values, and
critiques, establishing design as
a cultural bridge between past,
present, and future.

Sustainability and
Craftsmanship: Tangible
choices often prioritize
sustainable materials and
artisanal methods, merging
aesthetic form with ethical
function.

Symbolic Function of
Aesthetics: Visual elements—
color, form, decoration—
transcend surface appeal to
embody intangible dimensions
such as heritage and cultural
narratives, as well as behavioral
values related to ethics, identity,
and ritual.
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ruffles, and beadwork created in collaboration with the
Center for Waste Valorization. Decoration, here, is not
ornamental but regenerative—honoring memory, reducing
waste, and empowering women through craft (Bobb, 2020).

Together, these cases illustrate that tangible culture in
fashion is not static, but functions as a dynamic interface
between tradition, materiality, and innovation. In doing so,
they reveal how heritage-based material practices can
generate a design vocabulary that remains responsive to
contemporary social and environmental imperatives, as
summarized in Table 3.

Analysis and Discussion

The analysis of the three levels of traditional culture—
intangible, behavioral, and tangible—reveals a complex,
dynamic, and bidirectional interaction that significantly
shapes contemporary fashion design. These levels function
not in isolation but as interdependent components of a living
cultural system, where tradition is continuously reinterpreted
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in dialogue with present-day values, social behaviors, and
environmental challenges.

At the intangible level, cultural elements such as
spirituality, collective memory, and symbolic values provide
emotional depth and narrative richness to design. These
invisible dimensions are translated into garments that act as
vessels for ancestral storytelling, the expression of cultural
belonging, and reflective engagement. Fashion here becomes
a narrative medium that fosters symbolic continuity between
past and present. When these aspects are overlooked, cultural
meaning can become diluted, leading to appropriation or
symbolic loss.

The behavioral level manifests through the reinterpre-
tation of cultural practices and lived routines. Traditional
gestures, rituals, and functional habits are adapted into
contemporary design strategies that respond to current
contexts—climate change, mobility, evolving identities. In
this layer, fashion functions as a tool for lifestyle adaptation
and continuity, where craftsmanship regains importance as a
form of lived and collaborative heritage. In some cases,

designers subvert conventional functionality to provoke

EMOTIONS

NARRATIVES ™.

COLOR

TRADITIONAL
CULTURE :
FASHION DESIGN |

3
él - SILHOUETTE

TEXTILES

DECORATION

Figure 19. Cultural Levels Model: Multilevel Interaction of Traditional
Culture in Contemporary Fashion Design
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symbolic critique, questioning how behavioral norms are
embodied or challenged through clothing.

At the tangible level, material elements—such as color,
textiles, silhouette, and decoration—form the visible and
tactile language through which emotional and behavioral
meanings are expressed. Designers reinterpret these components
to preserve cultural identity while projecting it into the future.
This materiality becomes a mode of cultural translation,
allowing the communication of values, narratives, and
critiques in immediate and visceral ways. Alongside the
behavioral level, this tangible realm is characterized by a
strong emphasis on sustainability—through the use of organic
materials, ethical processes, and low-impact production
techniques.

Across all three cultural levels, sustainability emerges
as a cross-cutting principle. Rather than being treated as a
separate concern, it is embedded within the reinterpretation
of tradition, influencing ethical, aesthetic, and functional
decision-making. This finding highlights how traditional
knowledge systems are not only relevant but essential in
addressing contemporary environmental and social challenges.

To structure and clarify these interactions, Figure 19
introduces a visual model that maps the relationship between
the three cultural levels and three corresponding design
dimensions: reflective, behavioral, and visceral. This model
supports the analytical process by showing how intangible
values align with reflective design, how behavioral practices
relate to functional adaptation, and how tangible materiality
engages sensory experience. The model helps conceptualize
how cultural meaning is actively translated into fashion, and
how design serves as a mediator between heritage and
innovation.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates the central role traditional culture
plays in shaping contemporary fashion design—mot as a
fixed legacy but as a living, evolving source of meaning,
innovation, and sustainability. Through a multi-level analysis
supported by detailed case studies and literature review, it
has become evident that traditional elements continue to
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inspire and inform the aesthetic, functional, and ethical
dimensions of fashion, offering powerful tools to respond to
today’s complex societal and environmental demands.

A key contribution of this research is the development
of a visual model (Figure 19) that conceptualizes the
interaction between cultural levels and design dimensions.
This framework provides both theoretical clarity and
practical relevance, serving as a tool for designers, scholars,
and educators to better understand how cultural heritage can
be integrated reflectively and responsibly into modern
fashion practices.

Importantly, the findings underscore that sustainability
is not a separate concern but a structural axis embedded
across cultural layers. This insight reinforces the potential of
culturally grounded design to contribute to a more ethical and
regenerative fashion system—one that honors identity and
craftsmanship while engaging critically with current global
challenges.

While this study offers a solid foundation, it also
acknowledges certain limitations. The selected case studies,
while representative, do not capture the full diversity of
global cultural expressions. Moreover, the inclusion of rich
qualitative data—such as in-depth interviews with designers,
artisan testimonies, and diverse audience perspectives—
would strengthen future research. Additionally, the rapid
evolution of sustainability practices and digital fashion
technologies calls for longitudinal research to better understand
how tradition and innovation co-evolve over time.

Future research could explore the integration of
traditional cultural values in virtual fashion environments,
the preservation of textile heritage amid globalization, and
the role of local communities in shaping sustainable,
culturally rooted design. Combining qualitative insights with
emerging digital tools—such as visual computing and
image-based analysis—may also open new pathways for
interpretation and application.

Ultimately, this research affirms that tradition is not an
obstacle to innovation, but a catalyst. When engaged
thoughtfully, it enables designers to create fashion that is not
only culturally meaningful and aesthetically relevant, but
also socially responsible and future-oriented.
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