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1. Introduction

Abstract

Traditional cultural symbols such as Hanfu long face the dilemma of being watch-
able but not participable when they enter foreign cultural contexts through static
displays. We argue that the essence of augmented reality (AR) try-on in cultural
communication is not a more vivid display, but the reconstruction of cultural sym-
bols from visual objects into bodily accessible fields of practice. Using conceptual
analysis and theoretical deduction, and drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenol-
ogy of perception, Thde’s postphenomenology, and Hall’s high- and low-context
theory, we show that AR try-on lowers the threshold of cross-cultural understand-
ing through quasi-embodiment, which rebuilds a bodily context that compensates
for the missing shared background knowledge. We then propose embodied com-
munication as a paradigm that complements the cognitive paradigm: it shifts the
analytic focus from how the mind represents culture to how the body participates
in culture. The framework opens a bodily gate for cross-cultural dialogue while
acknowledging the cultural boundaries of technologically reconstructed contexts.
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As Chinese culture goes global, traditional cultural symbols such as Hanfu, calligraphy, and opera have entered in-
ternational communication, appearing in museums, documentaries, exhibitions, and cultural-exchange events. Yet
they face a persistent dilemma: foreign audiences can see these symbols but can hardly understand them. The root
cause is context deficit. High-context cultures generate meaning through shared background knowledge, and cross-
context communication strips away precisely this foundation (Hall, 1976). In recent years, short-video platforms and
augmented reality (AR) try-on technology have opened the possibility of a paradigm shift from seeing to experiencing,
and scholars have begun to explore how digital intelligence empowers the international communication of Chinese
culture (Yuan, 2024).

We ask two questions: how does AR try-on change the underlying logic of cross-context cultural communication,
and what does experiencing, compared with seeing, mean for the mechanism of cross-cultural understanding? Our
central argument is that the communicational essence of AR try-on is not a more vivid display. It reconstructs cultural
symbols from visual objects into bodily accessible fields of practice, and thereby fundamentally reduces the
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dependence of cross-cultural understanding on contextual knowledge.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 builds the theoretical framework from Merleau-Ponty, Thde, and Hall.
Section 3 diagnoses the dilemma of seeing. Section 4 theorizes the turn to experiencing. Section 5 analyzes AR try-
on as quasi-embodiment. Section 6 explains context reconstruction via bodily context. Section 7 proposes embodied
communication as a paradigm, and Section § concludes.

2. Theoretical Framework

Three theoretical resources form a single chain: Merleau-Ponty supplies the philosophical ground, Ihde the analytical
tool, and Hall the problem diagnosis.

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception holds that the body is our general medium for having a world:
understanding occurs first at the bodily level, not at the level of consciousness (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). Perception is
not a mental representation of objects but a bodily communion with them; we know the world because we are of it,
moving and acting within it. This ground matters for cultural communication because many traditional symbols,
Hanfu included, carry ways of life, bodily disciplines, and aesthetic tastes rather than propositional knowledge. If the
body is the primary medium of understanding, then a purely visual presentation of such symbols addresses only a
derivative channel of access, and the meanings most constitutive of the symbol remain untouched.

Ihde’s postphenomenology adds that technology is not a neutral tool but a mediator that shapes human-world
relations (Ihde, 1990). Technologies restructure how the body relates to the world: eyeglasses embody a transformed
perception, while instruments present the world hermeneutically. The analytical question follows: what kind of body-
technology-world relation does AR try-on constitute, and what does that relation make perceivable? Phenomenolog-
ical studies of immersive media confirm that technologically mediated bodily experience, though not identical to
physical embodiment, can generate genuine experiential effects (Geniusas, 2022; Haj-Bolouri, 2023).

Hall’s distinction between high- and low-context cultures diagnoses the problem. In high-context cultures, most
of a message’s meaning lies in the context or within the communicators themselves, and little appears in the explicit
code (Hall, 1976). Traditional Chinese symbols are high-context products: their full reading presupposes membership
knowledge that foreign audiences do not share and cannot quickly acquire. Cross-context communication therefore
produces not merely misunderstanding but a structural absence of the very conditions of understanding.

These three resources converge on the bridging concept of this paper: bodily context. If context deficit is the
problem (Hall), and the body is the primary medium of understanding (Merleau-Ponty), and technology can restruc-
ture bodily relations to the world (IThde), then a technology that engages the body may rebuild context at the bodily
level rather than the informational level. The following sections develop this possibility step by step.

3. The Dilemma of Seeing

Traditional cultural communication relies on static display and linear narration: museums, albums, and documentaries
present symbols as objects to be examined from a distance, accompanied by explanatory text. Its communication
structure is one-directional, its audience passive, and its epistemological presupposition clear: cultural understanding
is accomplished through visual information intake and rational cognitive processing.

Between aesthetic visibility and cultural intelligibility, however, lies a fundamental rupture. Western audiences
can see beautiful garments, yet the institutional norms, color hierarchies, and motif meanings of Hanfu remain inac-
cessible, because these meanings do not reside in the visible form itself. The essence of this rupture is context deficit:
high-context symbols presuppose shared background knowledge that cross-context communication removes (Hall,
1976). The symbol is seen, but not read.

Philosophically, the spectatorial paradigm is rooted in the ocularcentrism of Western modernity, an epistemologi-
cal tradition that equates seeing with knowing and takes detached observation as the model of understanding. What
seeing yields, however, is objectified and distanced cognition, not participatory and embodied understanding. For
symbols that embody rituals, ethics, and cosmologies, purely visual presentation strips away the practical context in
which their meanings are generated: the etiquette of wearing, the occasions of use, the discipline of posture. The deep
dilemma of cross-cultural communication is therefore not that audiences see too little, but a structural limitation of
the perceptual mode itself. More images, higher resolution, and finer commentary cannot close a gap that belongs to
the mode of access rather than the quantity of information.
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4. The Turn to Experiencing

Experiencing, in the communicational sense, has three core features: participation, in which the audience is no longer
a bystander but an actor; bodiliness, in which understanding is mediated by bodily perception rather than by symbolic
decoding alone; and situatedness, in which meaning arises within concrete situations of operation instead of being
delivered as finished propositions. Experiential communication differs essentially from information transmission: the
latter delivers knowledge about culture, while the former generates feeling within culture.

This distinction grounds the concept of embodied knowing. Cross-cultural communication research has long priv-
ileged cognitive understanding through language and logic, and undervalued embodied understanding through bodily
participation and perception. Yet for symbols that carry ways of life, bodily disciplines, and aesthetic tastes, embodied
knowing may be the more effective path to cross-cultural understanding, because what these symbols encode is itself
bodily: how to move, how to dress, how to inhabit space. Chinese communication scholarship echoes this turn, treat-
ing embodiment as a key horizon for understanding new media and envisioning the metaverse as a scenario of em-
bodied communication (Zhang et al., 2022).

The shift from seeing to experiencing carries three implications. First, the audience’s identity changes from spec-
tator to participant. Second, the mechanism of understanding changes from decoding to perceiving: intuitive under-
standing arises through bodily operation rather than symbolic conversion. Third, cultural distance is compressed: the
audience enters the cultural situation instead of observing the cultural object from afar. Seeing produces knowledge
about culture, which is external and descriptive; experiencing generates feeling within culture, which is internal and
generative. Chinese scholars further trace the concept of embodiment back to the phenomenological lineage and
extend it, along postphenomenological lines, from a body-world perceptual structure to a body-technology-world
mode of technical embodiment (Zhang, 2022). This contrast supplies the evaluative standard for the technological
analysis that follows.

5. AR Try-On as Quasi-Embodiment

AR differs from virtual reality (VR) in that it does not extract audiences from reality into a virtual world; it overlays
virtual information onto the real environment the audience inhabits. A decade of cultural-heritage applications con-
firms that AR’s distinctive value lies in perceptually augmenting real situations rather than replacing them (Boboc et
al., 2022). AR is thus a perceptual technology: it changes how audiences perceive the world, not merely what they
see, and it keeps the audience’s real bodily situation intact as the ground of experience.

A phenomenological analysis of try-on reveals the specificity of the act. Garments are not objects to be viewed but
extensions of the body to be worn; their meaning is enacted, not observed. AR try-on captures the audience’s bodily
image through a camera and matches virtual garments to it in real time, so that the garment moves as the body moves.
The cultural symbol is therefore no longer external to the audience; it adheres to the audience’s bodily image and
follows the audience’s own motion. Consumer research offers supporting evidence: AR try-on can alter users’ self-
perception, producing a felt fusion of self and item, and its sense of presence and interactivity shapes the overall
experience (Kim & Im, 2024; Bialkova & Barr, 2022).

We name this state quasi-embodiment: through AR, the audience achieves a bodily coupling with a cultural symbol
at the virtual level, obtaining genuine perceptual experience and bodily participation without physical reality. Quasi-
embodiment has three layers: the image layer, where the body is captured and displayed; the overlay layer, where the
virtual garment adheres to the bodily image; and the perceptual layer, where seeing oneself in Hanfu yields a bodily
sense of belonging and identification. Quasi-embodiment is technically mediated bodily imagination; it produces real
perceptual effects without physical co-presence, which distinguishes it from both VR-induced full immersion and
physical try-on.

How does wearing lead to understanding? Putting on Hanfu is the body’s temporary acceptance of a cultural form.
By sensing how the garment’s style, color, and structure reshape the body’s appearance and posture, the audience
obtains a cultural understanding that passes through the body rather than through commentary. Compared with mu-
seum viewing, AR try-on turns the cultural symbol from a displayed object into an experienced medium. AR try-on
lowers the threshold of cross-cultural understanding not by simplifying the culture, but by offering the body a direct
path that bypasses the barriers of rational cognition.
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6. Context Reconstruction via Bodily Context

The conventional concept of context denotes a language-centered system of symbolic background knowledge. A
phenomenological rereading defines context differently: it is not only information to be known, but a perceivable
presence, a pre-reflective familiarity with a world. Context deficit in cross-cultural communication is therefore not
merely not knowing the relevant facts; it is lacking a bodily familiarity with the cultural situation.

Our central theoretical contribution is that AR try-on compensates for context deficit by rebuilding bodily context:
a pre-reflective, non-conceptual background of understanding acquired through bodily perception and operation. AR
try-on rebuilds bodily context by introducing the audience’s body into the operative field of the cultural symbol,
letting situated understanding arise naturally through the act of trying on. This mechanism differs from conventional
compensation such as captions and audio guides: those are cognitive and supplementary, whereas bodily context is
experiential and generative. Museum studies offer supporting evidence: AR and VR improve visitor experience
chiefly by turning passive viewers into active participants (Trunfio et al., 2022), and immersive experience with user
engagement strengthens perceived authenticity (Dag et al., 2024).

Experiential and cognitive contexts are complementary. Cognitive context inputs information from outside; expe-
riential context generates understanding from within. The strength of the experiential path is that it bypasses language
and background knowledge; its limit is that it can hardly convey abstract cultural ideas and values. AR try-on and
bilingual short videos thus work in synergy: short videos supply a narrative cognitive context, while AR try-on sup-
plies a participatory experiential context, jointly forming a complete context of understanding.

Finally, context reconstruction has cultural boundaries. What technology rebuilds is an experienceable perceptual
context, not a complete cultural context; the latter still requires deep cultural learning and long-term immersion. The
significance of AR try-on is not to translate a culture completely, but to create the possibility of a first understanding:
a door that the body can enter.

7. Embodied Communication as a Paradigm

These explorations converge on the concept of embodied communication as a paradigm for cross-cultural communi-
cation. Its core proposition is that cultural understanding can be achieved not only through cognition, the rational
decoding of symbols, but also through embodied knowing, the bodily and operational participation in culture. The
paradigm draws on phenomenology, the pragmatist tradition of learning by doing, and the Chinese tradition of em-
bodied realization. Embodied communication, as we define it, shifts the analytic focus from how the mind represents
culture to how the body participates in culture—a distinction that complements rather than duplicates embodied cog-
nition studies in cognitive science.

Table 1 summarizes the systematic differences between the spectatorial and experiential paradigms across five
dimensions: audience role, path to understanding, media function, cultural distance, and type of understanding.

Table 1. Spectatorial vs. experiential paradigms in cross-cultural communication.

Dimension Spectatorial paradigm Experiential paradigm
Audience role Spectator Participant
Path to understanding Symbol decoding — cognition Bodily engagfir(r)l;nt — pereep-
Media function Information transmission Experience field construction
Cultural distance Maintained Reduced
Type of understanding “Knowing about” culture “Feeling within” culture

Embodied communication also carries cultural-political significance. It refuses to construe cultural communication
as a one-way process in which the sender acts and the receiver absorbs. Experiencing means that audiences enter in
their own ways, perceiving cultural symbols through their own bodily histories. Such personalized perception is not
misreading; it is the true starting point of cross-cultural dialogue. Only when audiences make real bodily contact with
a foreign culture can a dialogue with content begin.
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8. Conclusion

We have argued that AR try-on empowers cross-context cultural communication not by displaying symbols more
vividly, but by shifting communication from the spectatorial paradigm to the experiential paradigm. Its mechanism
is quasi-embodiment: by rebuilding bodily context, AR try-on bypasses the barriers of language and background
knowledge and opens a bodily path to cultural feeling. On this basis, we proposed embodied communication as a
complement to the cognitive paradigm, summarized in Table 1. Theoretically, the paper makes three contributions:
it brings the phenomenology of embodiment into cross-cultural communication research, revealing a long-neglected
bodily dimension of cultural understanding; it reframes AR, from the perspective of postphenomenology, as a recon-
structor of perceptual modes rather than a mere information tool; and it suggests that the core value of cultural digit-
ization may lie in creating new perceptual possibilities rather than in preservation or display alone. As a pure theo-
retical construction, the concepts of quasi-embodiment and embodied communication await empirical testing in user
studies.
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