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From Design Encoding to Semiotic Communication:

The Construction of National Identity in the

Trademark of Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company

Huang Haitao

Abstract: The Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company was a dominant force in

the domestic machine-made cigarette industry during the Republic of

China era. Through its trademark design and dissemination, the
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company contributed to shaping national visual cognition by
leveraging and integrating the discourse surrounding the idea of
“domestic products” to construct a national identity. On one hand,
the company closely associated its brand with national, social,
political, and public elements, cultivating a design aesthetic imbued
with patriotic sentiments and national significance. Simultaneously, it
incorporated representative cross-cultural visual elements, creating a
cultural landscape that juxtaposed and blended Chinese and Western
signs. On the other hand, the company capitalized on nationalism to
enhance the commercial appeal of its visual signs, employing
persuasive visual communication to influence consumption habits.
This approach aimed to shift consumer preferences away from foreign
goods, thereby securing a foothold in a market dominated by
imported products. This study examines the visual signs embedded in
the trademark design and dissemination strategies of the Nanyang
Brothers Tobacco Company during this period, seeking to
theoretically analyze the cultural representations conveyed through
these signs. In doing so, it reflects on broader issues such as the
interplay between tradition and modernity, and the dynamic
relationship between China and the West in the branding of domestic
products within a globalized context.
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