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Peircean Semiotic Analysis of the Festival Image Concept:
A Case of the Boluo’s Birthday Festival in Guangzhou, China

ZHANG Xiaoming'"?, WANG Junchuan'
( 1. School of Tourism Management, Sun Yat-sen University, Zhuhai 519082, China;
2. Center for Tourism Planning & Research, Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou 510275, China)

Abstract: Festival image studies are based predominantly on tourist destination image research, which
fails to fully reflect the unique connotations of the festival image concept. While prior studies have
emphasized festival image characteristics as an overall impression, research on festival image by means
of Peirce’ s semiotics, an approach focusing on theoretical framework integrity, is of growing
importance. Festival image should not be presented as a fixed object but understood dynamically, with
constant construction in social interactions. Existing studies on festival image have emphasized
individual and psychological connotations but ignored group and society connotations and have thus
failed to explain contradictions in the image of the same festival. Based on the symbolic three-
dimensional holistic “representamen- object- interpretant” framework and derivation analysis of the
interpretant, we analyzed differences in the interpretation of the same traditional folk festival (Boluo’ s
Birthday Festival, Guangzhou) among different social groups (e.g., government, media, locals, tourists,
and scholars), with consideration of the events, behaviors and languages of the festival. The current
study showed that different social groups exhibited unique interpretations of the symbolic process,
which is close to the consensus that the Boluo’s Birthday Festival (representamen), as a traditional folk
activity (interpretant), has rich cultural connotations (object). (1) The government, media, and non-
Pearl River Delta-based tourist interpretations suggested a new meaning for the festival. As a traditional
folk custom, the festival inherits traditional cultural connotations and gives it new meanings to revive
traditional folk activities or attract more attention from the public. (2) The scholar, local resident, and
Pearl River Delta-based tourist interpretations suggested no new meaning for the festival and that the
festival culture, as a traditional folk activity, should be protected. (3) Thus, these two obviously
contradictory cognitive images were determined in the seemingly unified symbol of the festival,
namely that the festival should and should not be redefined. This dialectical understanding was not
confined to the individual psychological level of description but was shared by all groups and the whole
community. Therefore, to better understand and define festival image, it is necessary to
comprehensively examine the symbolic process composed of the festival image itself, as well as the
different festival interpretations of social groups. Festival image can be understood as the interaction of
symbolic interpretation of festival activities, which is embedded in social and cultural backgrounds and
reaches across different social groups. Thus, the current study suggests mastering a more reasonable
framework to interpret festival image, rather than establishing a standard definition.

Keywords: festival image; semiotics; semiosis; interpretant; interpretation
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