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“The Hand of Culture”’: The Formation Process and Mechanism of

Guochao Consumption

Huang Yanhua
(Institute of Sociology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100005, P. R. China)

Abstract: Guochao consumption, the rising Chinese trend of preferring domestic brands with
traditional cultural elements, is both a socio-cultural phenomenon and a practice of production and
consumption. From the perspective of economic sociology, this paper treats Guochao consumption
as a typical case of mutual constitution between economy and culture. It explores how such a cultural
consumption phenomenon, involving heterogeneous elements (technology, economy, culture) and
multiple actors (producers, consumers, platforms, merchants) , takes shape, and how culture
functions in this process. An analytical framework of “institutional environment-relational networks-
interactive practices” is constructed. Taking domestic cosmetics as an example, the paper
investigates the formation process and cultural mechanisms of Guochao consumption. The study
finds that, in the context of digital pervasive connectivity, the macro-institutional environment and
multi-agent interactive practices build relational networks with multiple social attributes. These
networks function both as transactional and social communities and as macro-communities sharing a
common cultural identity. Specifically, on one hand, based on relational networks, domestic
cosmetics brands can reach mass consumers at low cost and high efficiency, establishing a production-
consumption loop and cultivating distinctive community culture. On the other hand, macro-cultural
forces which are more evocative and influential can be rapidly transmitted within these networks,
shaping products and brands and constructing identity-based associations among a wider range of
actors. Relational networks thus connect the macro-institutional environment with micro-interactive
practices. Different levels and types of culture continuously interact within these networks, jointly
exerting influence. Culture is characterized as the “hand” that shapes products and brands, the
“hand” that propels the choice of domestic goods, and the “hand” that unites diverse actors. With
both broad appeal and concrete material carriers, culture ultimately drives the emergence of Guochao
consumption as a highly socio-cultural phenomenon. From the perspective of the sociology of
consumption, this analysis goes beyond individualism, instrumentalism, tribalism, and self-
referential paradigms. The analysis also reveals the richness and complexity of culture. Culture not
only refers to abstract ideas, values, and beliefs but also relies on material carriers and exists in daily
life practices, characterized by fluidity and creativity. It is precisely this richness that enables culture
to embed itself in social life across time and space, making cultural inheritance and change possible
through practice.

Keywords: Culture; Relational networks; Guochao consumption; Domestic cosmetics
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