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Abstract 
In this article I contend that by emphasising the economic flows of fashion instead of the 
aesthetic field, an alternate view of a fashion system emerges that focusses on the increasing 
importance of Chinese fashion design to the domestic economy, while an intensifying presence 
on the global stage is re-creating China’s importance as a production powerhouse as well as a 
design force. The consumption of fashion is understood to be fundamentally ‘a cultural practice 
where clothes function as symbols that indicate social markers such as status, group allegiance, 
personality and fashionability.’1 Yet new applications of digital media have changed the field 
irrevocably and the concept of fashion is now made acutely manifest in the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman’s depiction of liquid modernity.2 In China new centres of fashion are emerging in sites 
of increased financial activity, which in turn contradicts the hegemonic supremacy of traditional 
European fashion capitals. In this context, digital media allows Chinese designers and 
consumers alike to respond quickly. Traditionally profits were repatriated to Europe, yet 
increasingly financial capital now flows in reverse to Asia for the benefit of Asian investors. In 
this way, China’s reputation as manufacturer to the world is being reshaped by a political 
mandate that underpins a new creative and financial impetus that challenges established models, 
offering China as a future powerhouse of global fashion design. 
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1. Introduction: Qingdao
In the eastern Chinese city of Qingdao, a garment manufacturer called Red Collar has

invested 1 billion RMB (US$163.6 million) over the past twelve years in cloud computing. Red 
Collar has built an online platform that allows the company to accommodate increasingly 
specialised and sophisticated needs for its global clients. The platform enables Red Collar to 
better comprehend unique demands from each client and organise manufacturing capacities 
accordingly. For instance, it produces 3,000 tailored garments each day for clients in New York, 
with plans to double the availability of this kind of highly customisable production in the future. 
Red Collar’s approach to software development illustrates the possibilities of cloud computing 
in transforming the Chinese garment manufacturing industry.3 Yet while Red Collar moves 
forward with changes to long established industrial methods of garment manufacturing, at the 
creative end of the scale Chinese fashion designers are also seeking to establish their presence 
on the world stage.  

In mid-February each year, designers from around the world relocate to France in 
readiness to show their clothing collections at Paris Fashion Week during March. Masha Ma is 
among a new wave of Chinese fashion designers who have emerged from Mainland China in 
recent years with their eyes firmly fixed upon this prize. Ma works between a studio on the 
Bund in Shanghai and an office in Paris, commuting between Asia and Europe. This 
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sophisticated cohort is part of a growing momentum that challenges the perception that China is 
better at making consumer products than creating them. According to Angelica Cheung, the 
editor-in-chief of Vogue China, ‘For many generations we Chinese were not encouraged to 
think creatively, so there’s a certain element of truth to say that the Chinese were not great 
designers.’4  

Masha Ma typifies a new breed of international Chinese fashion designer, and is often 
mentioned alongside her contemporaries, Qiu Hao, Xander Zhou and Huishan Zhang, all of 
whom share a foreign education, a contemporary design aesthetic and are prolific on the global 
stage. Ma was born in Beijing yet studied at the prestigious Central Saint Martins College in 
London, inspired to follow in the footsteps of the late English designer Alexander McQueen, for 
whom she interned. Ma's growing successes stem from her business-oriented outlook, despite 
that there is a growing popularity of designer ateliers offering couture and made-to-measure 
fashion in Mainland China, so Ma seeks to build a business model that will eventually sustain 
itself. In 2013, a diffusion line called ‘MA by MA Studio’ was established, with plans for 
expansion into five commercial lines, and an increased presence in more global fashion cities.  

Some key elements are important to developing a style for success beyond China’s 
cultural borders. Ma speaks of colour, and the simple silhouette of the design, yet another 
requirement is difficult to define as it denotes an almost religious experience, or a sense of 
holiness. ‘For me, Chinese elements are something philosophical,’ she explains. It's not the 
appearance but the meaning behind that matters, she argues. ‘The figurative dragon and phoenix 
motifs are simply exotic points of view from the Western world.’5 Indeed the age of Chinese 
‘red and gold’ is well and truly over. Edward Said’s ground-breaking book Orientalism pointed 
particularly to the problem of creative works deemed ‘orientalist,’ noting the reliance on 
patronising racial stereotypes of exotic or mystical Eastern cultures, and the tendency to portray 
them as static or regressive.6 According to Said, orientalism was out of touch with on-the-
ground realities in Asian and Middle Eastern countries. One might argue now that the rubric of 
orientalism has been reshaped. Where this once represented an exchange of ideas and China’s 
role as a source of influence, or perhaps as evidence of a reciprocal relationship between the 
East and West, the balance has now tipped in favour of the Chinese market and the potential it 
offers in the field of design.  

Yet still stereotypes and misconceptions exist that accompany Chinese fashion design. In 
recent years a surge of designers of Chinese descent have taken the helm at major fashion 
houses. Increased numbers of Chinese celebrities are seated in the front rows at fashion 
presentations, not to mention Chinese models opening the runway show. Masha Ma sees no 
point in contributing to the argument. ‘Being labelled a Chinese designer is not something you 
get to choose. It comes along with the package, it's automatically attached to you, she says’7 
Nevertheless, the reality is that without the solid infrastructure of a fashion industry in China, 
Chinese fashion designers will gravitate to traditional fashion centres for education and 
experience before returning home to build businesses that in turn will enrich the fashion system 
in China.  

Henceforth, in this section I argue that the gathering momentum of Chinese fashion 
design, as well as the coming together of the Chinese fashion system has reached an irreversible 
tipping point at a time when the Chinese fashion industry also seeks to reinvent itself. Typically 
this new impetus has been constrained by several key forces that have shaped the perception of 
Chinese development. Chinese culture and Chinese politics have long held an almost 
insurmountable presence in many aspects of daily life, including creative expression; however 
this is changing rapidly in part due to China’s global ascendency as an economically powerful 
nation. Moreover, increased peoples’ access to the Internet since the 1990s has paralleled 
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China’s rise. Connectivity to digital and social media platforms has great implications for 
Chinese fashion design and for the perpetuation of creative activity. 

 

 
 

Diagram 1: Global fashion industry. 
© 2015, Tim Lindgren. Courtesy of Tim Lindgren. 

 
Yet some broad questions have arisen concerned with the nature of creative identity and 

of the ongoing relevance of national culture to the field of design. This is especially so in a 
nation where new and unsaturated consumer markets are attracting the attention of foreign 
fashion brands, and it is occurring at a time when the country’s domestic economy moves 
inexorably from ‘made in China’, to ‘created in China.’ While the rhetoric of this turn of phrase 
may be well trodden, I argue that only now has it gained momentum. Recently China’s State 
Council unveiled a ten-year plan for improving the nation’s manufacturing capacity. The 
Ministry of Industry and Telecommunication Technology (MIIT), which instigated the ‘Made 
in China 2025’ plan, intends to give China an edge in innovation, green development and 
quality consumer products. Sha Nansheng, the vice director of the MIIT’s Department of 
Science and Technology, has said Chinese manufacturing industries face pressure on dual 
fronts: competition from other developing countries with lower labour costs, and a renewed 
push by developed nations of the West seeking an advantage in industrial manufacturing.8 
Upgrading manufacturing industries in the manner of Red Collar has become an urgent priority 
in China, as its status as ‘the world’s factory’ is undermined by developing countries, and it 
seeks a new engine of growth amid a slowing economy. In the context of the production of 
fashion, this is an important step if it aligns with the development of the country’s creative and 
cultural capitals, particularly with an emphasis on innovative technologies that incorporate 
sustainability and environmental initiatives that forge a new kind of contemplative fashion 
design.  

In order to frame this discussion, I distinguish the commercial, financial and logistical 
implications of the fashion industry from the idea of a fashion system: in this way I am 
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separating activities of production from consumption. The concept ‘fashion system’ refers to a 
site where fashion is legitimised, provided with value and disseminated to consumers through 
various sales channels.9 At this point in time the Eurocentric fashion system that originated in 
France during the period of industrialisation remains dominant and maintaining its hegemony 
provides an important source of income to the European economy. Yet the fashion industry is 
different and is where garment production or manufacturing occurs prior to entering a fashion 
system. This is no longer located as it once was in Europe, but now moves constantly to 
geographic sites with low labour costs, mainly in Asia. This simple conceptualisation allows a 
dual focus on the underlying economy of fashion, as well as providing a means to discuss the 
impact of technology and communication as aids to production and as a facilitator of 
consumption. This is key to the purpose of this article because it provides for the suggestion 
that there is no global centre of fashion production, yet there exists a global system of 
legitimisation. 

 
2.      Fashion Economy 

In many ways the global fashion economy, which is represented by the movement of 
money through a fashion system, behaves like the ebb and flow of an ocean tide, motivated by 
the forces of consumption. As it moves into new national markets a kind of cultural adaption 
occurs, and in retreat the tide takes with it fresh actors who in turn influence its own 
constitution. As a result of this action, a kind of equalisation occurs as knowledge is shared. Yet 
it is in the overlapping areas of the diagram above that the state of flux is most apparent where 
in the meeting of the tides, Chinese companies are moving outwards into the global economy to 
revitalise ailing foreign brands. Here the boundary also blurs as new ideas are quickly 
assimilated often before the infrastructure of the legal system can keep up.  Therefore it is 
against this backdrop that some key topics arise that lead toward a new perspective for Chinese 
fashion design. They include the shifting commercial momentum from ‘made in China’ to the 
value-adding properties of ‘created in China’, the rise of the globetrotting Chinese consumer, 
and the almost ubiquitous access to knowledge via digital media that has transformed the global 
landscape for fashion consumption.  

As Breward and Gilbert remind us, China is a global centre of clothing production.10 In 
the context of global consumption of fashion this sector is undergoing rapid change, illustrated 
by Red Collar’s investments in cloud computing in Qingdao, yet as the Chinese middle class 
continues to grow, so do the costs of domestic production. When China opened its doors for 
trade in 1978 foreign fashion companies were attracted to the economies of scale and 
competitive costs of garment production, resulting in China becoming the garment 
manufacturer to the world.11 Since then, the Chinese government has become increasingly 
aware of the importance of moving beyond this role, particularly as it has re-focussed its 
domestic economy towards domestic consumption. New policies such as ‘Made in China 2025’ 
provide evidence of the importance of these initiatives to the Chinese economy.  

A Government-controlled industry body, the China National Garment Association 
provides revealing data.12 In 2012, these industries contributed 1.7 trillion RMB (approximately 
US$283 billion) to the Chinese domestic economy, in addition to an export value of US$153 
billion. As well, the Chinese textile and clothing industries employ approximately ten million 
people and are rapidly improving their infrastructure so as to take part in a new phase of 
development, which corresponds with increased brand development and profitability. In 
contrast, the global fashion system contributed US$1.3 trillion to the global creative economy.13 
It follows that a strong domestic fashion system means China’s internal economy will retain a 
greater share of the profit margins that occur from the increased values of Chinese clothing, as 
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these products move through a fashion system to become legitimised as Chinese fashion design. 
This is especially so as Chinese fashion designers move to form international brands. 

The Chinese government’s 12th Five Year Plan, implemented in 2011, clearly articulated 
a renewed focus on the domestic economy. This planning moves China’s economic momentum 
from an export-led income to domestic-led consumption. Furthermore, the Plan stresses less 
reliance on foreign technology, and the importance of domestic innovation, known as 
‘endogenous innovation.’ Point eight, of the ten-point plan, specifically encourages cultural 
production in order to increase China’s ‘soft power.’14 In the field of fashion, soft power is 
represented by the renowned Chinese fashion designer Ma Ke, who provided clothing for Peng 
Liyuan, the Chinese First Lady for her first state visits, or by the dress that Chinese couturier 
Guo Pei provided for American singer Rihanna for the annual Met Ball in 2015.15 On the other 
hand, ‘Made in China 2025’ focusses specifically on innovation. Yet, for China to truly 
transition from ‘Made in China’ to ‘Created in China’, success is needed in its design industries.  

In robust Asian design economies such as Japan, design has flourished, for example the 
global lifestyle brand Muji, the carmaker Toyota, and the fashion designer Issey Miyake. In 
general, ‘Made in Japan’ has come to represent an attention to detail and a quality that was 
previously understood as an industrial manufacturing capacity. Creative sectors such as 
architecture and product design have high barriers to entry, for instance the amount of time and 
money needed for investment in research and development. These restrictions mean 
the architectural and industrial design sectors tend to form around the collaborative work and 
investments of a firm. Fashion on the other hand, requires less investment and in China a robust 
clothing industry infrastructure already exists. Yet the business of fashion is fundamentally 
concerned with anticipating the needs of the consumer in a free market, a relatively new idea in 
China.   

Consequently there is great financial value yet to be realised from this infrastructure 
while China’s need to provide employment for a domestic populace is increasingly urgent. The 
accompanying demands of consumption means re-thinking how these processes will take place 
and what the implications are for the established Eurocentric fashion system. Michael Keane 
has previously explored this transition phase in terms of the Chinese government’s early grasp 
of the economic importance of the creative industries, a concept that originates from the British 
government’s mapping of their own creative sector.16 In the United Kingdom, the exploration 
was undertaken as a means of identifying key aspects of their creative economy, so as to 
understand, and better manage its flows of financial and aesthetic capital.17  

The Chinese government is pursuing a similar purpose. Not only does China desire to 
transform into a largely urban society that enjoys consistent growth, it desires such growth to be 
measured in qualitative as well as quantitative terms. Rising incomes, demonstrated particularly 
by the burgeoning middle class need to be accompanied by increased leisure, a better physical 
environment, expanding arts and cultural activities, and a greater sense of economic and social 
security. For instance a recent report suggests that by 2022 more than 75 percent of China’s 
urban consumers will earn 60,000 to 229,000 RMB (US$9,000 to $34,000) per annum.18 It is 
apparent that moving forward, the domestic Chinese economy will need to create social 
conditions supportive of growth and development. According to another report from the World 
Bank the core tenet of this mandate demands a basic level of security for the domestic 
populace.19  

As a result of these broad shifts in policy, and the importance of design to the spread of 
Chinese soft power, Chinese fashion designers are well placed to move into roles where they 
will have a greater say about the lifestyle representations of their emergent brands, and where 
they will become soft power ambassadors in the same way that Giorgio Armani is inextricably 
linked with the Italian fashion design sector, or that Chanel is to Paris. Designers increasingly 
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have the opportunity to include in their practice new global values that reflect not only a 
growing pride in their accomplishments, but make comment on some of the environmental and 
cultural problems the country faces on a daily basis. As Masha Ma has indicated, Chinese 
fashion designers have new opportunities to consider the human condition by thinking about the 
philosophical underpinnings to design.  

 
3.      The Chinese Traveller 

Some of these problems are made more apparent by comparisons with the quality of life 
in other countries. The Chinese traveller has become a relatively recent phenomenon, 
accelerated by a relaxation in visa application procedures by European Union and Asian 
Countries. Rapid urbanisation and rising incomes mean that more Chinese residents can afford 
to travel. Increasingly this is an individual effort, where the focus is on an experiential 
appreciation of alternate cultures. Fundamentally though, this is an economic equation, 
measured in terms of the spending power of this relatively new demographic. Until now the 
transfer of knowledge that occurs as people explore new cultures and undergo new experiences 
has been under-valued, yet this is the most important aspect of these experiences, for upon their 
return to China these travellers bring with them new expectations of the permutations of 
fashion, of the hierarchy of fashion brands and their importance for the creation of identity 
along with improved ideas about product quality and raised expectations of consumer service. 
These experiences also indirectly serve to draw comparisons with their domestic living 
conditions. Yet this has new implications.  

More than two thirds of Chinese luxury purchases are now conducted outside Mainland 
China, and every major market is eager to attract Chinese tourists and their disposable income.20 
Several factors have contributed to the change. Enormous price barriers in China are caused by 
high tax and import duties and have combined with a weak euro. As well, booming outbound 
Chinese tourism and the explosion of Chinese luxury e-commerce has been facilitated by 
middle-men or ‘daigou’ websites. All indicators point to more Chinese luxury spending moving 
from Mainland China, further draining Mainland Chinese stores of traffic and negatively 
impacting sales densities. As a consequence, European luxury brands will take advantage of 
relatively short-duration leases to trim their local retail infrastructure. In regions such as Hong 
Kong, this has already occurred, as some luxury retailers close their shops.21 

Like Masha Ma, many Chinese fashion designers also travel frequently. In the early 
stages of their careers some relocate for education at prestigious institutions like as Central St 
Martins in London and Parsons in New York. Parsons, like some other schools has taken 
advantage of the tidal flows and established an academic centre in Shanghai. In turn an 
increasingly large cohort of Chinese students return to Mainland China to establish new 
businesses and fashion brands replete with a fast tracked fashion education and with an 
entrepreneurial bent, and importantly with a greater sense of their place in the global fashion 
system. Most importantly in this phase they are ‘of the moment’, equipped with the kind of tacit 
knowledge only to be found in the most recent iteration of the fashion construct. Upon their 
homecoming, they become responsible for shaping the structure of the Chinese fashion system 
with new cultural and aesthetic messages. However there are some difficulties in the 
implementation of this process bought about by rapid urban growth, social unrest and the 
difficult and often utopian nature of the Government’s vision to build a modern, harmonious 
and creative society with coherent social values.  
 
4.      Aesthetics 

It is commonly understood is that a fashion designer’s aesthetic vision, as with other 
creative practitioners is shaped in a mutually dependent relationship between the structures of 
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culture, and the manifestations of creativity which is produced in a social system, as Janet 
Wolff explains.22 As has been shown, the Chinese social system is undergoing dramatic change. 
Furthermore it is the aesthetic sensibility of a fashion designer, who is in tune with their cultural 
surroundings, that is important for recognition by a fashion system, because this intangible 
representation or creative signature forms the core of a creative business, allowing ideas to 
materialise as tangible products for the consumer market. Importantly, the strength and unique 
characteristics of their creative signature in a crowded marketplace will foretell their viability. 
Howard Becker describes the aspect of self-support or independence as an important stage in 
the development of an art career.23 This capability allows some designers to develop their own 
aesthetic, independently of the aesthetic gatekeeping that occurs in established fashion systems. 
Developing an aesthetic, or in other words, a refined capacity to use one’s senses to make a 
critical observation about one’s culture in the pursuit of beauty, is an individual attribute, yet 
this is a difficult task in the kind of global culture of dislocation that the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman refers to.24 For instance Masha Ma described this process as implementing her key 
elements of colour, silhouette and philosophy. As Becker explains, ‘artists create an 
unformalised aesthetic through workday choices of materials and forms.’25 Therefore forming 
an aesthetic is a way of making sense of the lived environment, and a personal aesthetic defines 
our terms of engagement with our culture. This aesthetic is used either to determine methods of 
consumption, as well as the production of cultural artefacts such as fashion.  

However the digital era challenges accepted ideas of the linear progression of time and 
in doing so alters the perception of historical or cultural heritage. China’s historical legacy has 
also been disrupted numerous times since the end of the last ruling Chinese dynasty, the Qing at 
the turn of the twentieth century causing many people to ask what in fact an identity as a 
Chinese citizen means. In re-thinking what it is to be a Chinese fashion designer, the question of 
what comprises China must be considered. From its northern borders with Russia, and 
Mongolia, India and Kazakhstan to the west, and to its Westernised port of Hong Kong in the 
far south, China is an ethnically diverse and geographically large country that contends with the 
close proximity of other Asian countries like Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and Vietnam. Indeed, these 
regional Asian neighbours exert a great deal of influence on Chinese popular culture including 
fashion, music and television and film. Nevertheless, it would appear that for some, China has 
become a state of mind, rather than a nation fixed in a singular geographic location.   
Consequently it is the development of a unique aesthetic signature that correspondingly 
resonates with a sophisticated global consumer that Chinese designers must focus upon as they 
establish and enlarge the financial underpinnings of their fashion brands.  

In the Western model, the design and production of fashion is often reliant upon 
renewing the contextual position of previously established creative ideas, which are recast as a 
new version of one’s creative identity, or an aesthetic signature in line with changes in the 
immediacy of popular and immediate culture. This model is fundamentally based upon 
anticipating the desires of one’s consumer. Yet the Chinese philosophical model often looks to 
the craft of making and the relationship of people to the natural environment, as a similar 
representation of one’s self in culture.26 A recent shift by some Chinese consumers toward more 
discreet fashion products, perhaps those without obvious logos, is a sign of change. In this way 
the consumers’ redirection from the outward manifestation of identity to the inward concept of 
self demonstrates this idea, providing that ultimately fashion is associated with lifestyle, and in 
turn, one’s lifestyle is determined by the culture in which one lives.  

Collectively, new attractions of craftsmanship and quality in Chinese fashion products, a 
well expressed design aesthetic and a respect of time for brand-building means some designers 
have stepped away from the irrational ‘gold-rush with Chinese characteristics’ that mobilised 
earlier groups to concentrate on a truthful and perhaps not-so-authentic manifestation of their 



90 |    Born Global 

creative vision.27 In this way, these designers ask their consumer to reconsider the values of 
living and consumption. However while the fashion system provides structures, institutions and 
behaviours for fashion designers to cling to as Juanjuan Wu posited, ultimately it is an aesthetic 
content that fills these structures, and which will differentiate Chinese fashion designers.28 As 
domestic consumption increases and more products are designed rather than simply 
manufactured in China, it is apparent new actors, new systems, methods and processes of 
legitimisation will arise to challenge the hegemony of the dominant Eurocentric fashion system 
where the flows of economic capital currently leave China to become profits for foreign 
companies. This is precisely the response that the Chinese government is planning for. 

Chinese fashion designers face a difficult challenge as they move toward legitimisation 
in the fashion system. While the Chinese government focusses upon the ‘money’ or retaining 
more of the value-added capital from economy of fashion, fashion designers often focus upon 
the idea of turning their creative vision into a brand. This raises Michael Polanyi’s view that the 
universe is always seen from a centre within ourselves and that truth is always personal.29 
However is truth the same as authenticity? As Hobsbawm and Ranger explain, authenticity is 
malleable and open to coercion,30 and as Richard Peterson contends, authenticity is a very 
different concept when compared to creativity.31 In the space between Hobsbawm and Peterson 
lies the magic, malleability and mythology of the legitimisation of fashion and here also is the 
opportunity for Chinese fashion design. Authenticity might be described as a cultural 
manifestation, while creativity through the process of design is an intrinsic process that is 
driven by the search for a personal truth, a desire to achieve harmony, or balance, and most 
often made tangible in the context of the ‘commercial market.’ In this situation Chinese fashion 
design would appear to be less concerned with the nationality of the designer, and more about 
the designer’s ability to attract a global audience while imparting a strong sense of cultural 
value. In fact the oft-observed Chinese designer Masha Ma who attended Central St Martins 
seems focussed more on the development of a sustainable global business model in conjunction 
with her adept understanding of digital and social media. In Ma’s view, being labelled as a 
Chinese designer is not a matter of choice yet without the solid infrastructure of a fashion 
industry in China, one must go elsewhere to sell ones’ wares.32 Likewise, the designer Qiu Hao 
has indicated how this question may no longer be of relevance. His global mobility means that 
although he is a Chinese national, he thinks this is an external label that bears little relation to 
his design philosophy. Accordingly, ‘China’, may be conceived of as both a geographic 
location, and a third place where the concept of ‘China’ differs, depending on one’s life 
experiences.33 

However there is another broad social issue that infiltrates the field of fashion, that of 
trust, which is often the reason for the preference of buying consumer goods abroad. Genuine 
safety concerns exist with the quality of domestic products ranging from food to cars, clothing 
and electrical goods. These include shanzhai, localisation, and the grey market for clothing, 
which are processes of innovation and production that depend on the value-generating 
properties of the fashion system, and that further raise questions in the discourse of copyright in 
the Chinese creative industries.34 Yet another activity involves representing a Chinese product 
as foreign in origin, described as lobalisation.35 These activities are contentious because they 
taint nearly every activity in daily life in China, and while they are not relegated solely to the 
clothing industry, their impact contributes to undermining the country’s national stability.  
 
5.      Counterfeit 

Counterfeit versions of almost anything can be found in markets in China, including fake 
luxury goods, electronics, household goods, food and beverages, certificates, official 
documents, receipts, and even counterfeit Apple stores. The tainted milk scandal that was 
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widely viewed in global media in 2008 still resonates and epitomises the deep mistrust the 
Chinese public have with their government’s ability to provide food security.36 In a recent 
research project, many designers indicated how these activities cause ongoing concern about the 
basic tools, materials and components required by a fashion designer and how they contribute to 
many problems that undermine the structure of the Chinese fashion system.37 When considered 
in conjunction with the oppressive and relentless daily vista of visible levels of pollution, the 
routines of tainted food, and the relentless official pursuit of corruption, a reaction is made 
manifest in the work of the designers who prefer to import the fabrics and other components of 
their garments.  

However, the economy of fashion now operates without the constraint of seasons, and is 
most evident in rise of fast fashion and the twenty-four hour cycling of the Internet, while the 
sustained growth of online shopping, or eTail encourages fashion designers toward global as 
well as symbiotic engagement with their consumer. The Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba 
facilitates this mechanism as a great tidal arbiter with T-Mall, an online shopping mall. Here 
this powerful corporation attempts to mitigate cultural barriers and provide consumer trust, a 
particularly problematic quest, as well as certainty of payment for foreign and domestic brands 
alike. However it has competition in the form of Shangpin, Baidu and Tencent, all vying for 
market-share in this rapidly expanding space of product mediation. These platforms provide 
domestic shoppers access to many global fashion brands at cheaper prices than in China, where 
imported brands are comparatively expensive due to a variety of taxes on consumer goods in 
China.  

As well, changing consumer tastes are reshaping the expectations of well-established 
brands, and as consumers become more sophisticated, so do their expectations of the products 
they purchase. To put the digital environment in context, in 2013 online spending in China 
totalled approximately US$307 billion, yet growth is expected to compound at twenty percent 
per annum until 2019, at which point in excess of US$1 trillion will be spent across a variety of 
platforms including mobile commerce, where growth is forecast to be a compounding forty-four 
percent. Cultural change has never been more evident in the field of consumption in China. For 
example, ‘Singles Day’, or ‘Anti-Valentines’ day began on the campus of Nanjing University in 
1993, initiated by mainly male students who visited bars to meet other single people. November 
11th became the official day for this activity, as the date of 11/11 is a physical representation of 
single people. The celebration evolved to include women and special singles-only parties arose 
that involve eating a Chinese snack called youtiao, a fried dough stick that also resembles the 
number 1. Now the combination of growing consumerism in China with a growing bachelor 
population due to one-child policy, and access to the Internet means Singles Day is now a 
nationwide shopping phenomenon. Alibaba alone recorded more than US$ 9 billion in revenue 
on this one day.  

In the field of fashion production and consumption, domestic Chinese fashion designers 
like Masha Ma and her contemporaries have numerous opportunities to move quickly in their 
attempts to navigate the digital realm, and some have proven particularly adept, despite vigilant 
and authoritarian intrusions into the use of the Internet in China. In this way, they will renew 
China’s design presence at the centre of a new world of Asian design, and with the gathering 
momentum of Asian consumption and population growth, China is on track to assume the 
mantle of the Middle Kingdom once again. In many ways, contemporary Chinese fashion 
designers have been fast-tracked because of their familiarity with the Internet, and because 
fashion is such a fast moving consumer good, the knowledge base moves rapidly. Culturally, 
China’s digital revolution is greatly enabling, however the most important ramification is that 
Chinese fashion designers must first become proficient at their craft before they can draw upon 
their heritage to create a point of distinction because they now compete globally for exposure.  



92 |    Born Global 

6.      Conclusion: A Global Fashion System 
To conclude, instead of considering the Chinese domestic fashion system to be 

independent, it is evident that it is an integrated part of a global fashion system whereby the 
components of the system are geographically separated yet come together to form one whole 
system, supported by a geographically disparate fashion industry. Here national identity is less 
concerned with national borders, and cultural differences merge. Good design is good design, 
regardless of nationality yet good design must also serve to improve the human condition. In 
addition, the digital creative economy has further enabled the spread of a new kind of virulent 
tacit knowledge enabling the learning processes of fashion producer and consumer alike. 
Consequently in many ways emergent Chinese fashion designers are now born global, heavily 
laden with easily accessible knowledge gleaned from the Internet, but lacking experience and 
industry structure while burdened by the need to reframe the rhetoric of ‘Made in China’ as an 
asset for the national good. 

In this way Chinese designers are able to draw upon a culture of ingrained philosophy 
for incorporation in a fresh Chinese design aesthetic. Yet for success, agile and responsive 
business models that bypass cultural and national boundaries are vital for engagement with a 
global fashion system.  A multi-channel portfolio strategy is now required to gain traction in a 
diverse global marketplace. Although fashion will likely remain within a relatively constrained 
commercial infrastructure, there is now considerable optimism for the making and telling of 
new ways of living in China that include the adoption of more inclusive, sustainable and 
responsible behaviours. In this way fashion designers may have great input into the production 
of a new kind of Chinese culture. Instead of the kind of cultural dislocation espoused by 
Zygmunt Bauman, a new location for this kind of creativity exists in the digital realm where 
nationality is less important than authenticity and transparency.38 China’s reputation as 
manufacturer to the world has moved on, and new political mandate now underpins a powerful 
creative and financial impetus that challenges established models, offering China as a future 
powerhouse of global fashion. 
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