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Abstract: Hong Kong is one of the top consumers of cognac. Yet
the Chinese population in Hong Kong is extremely light in their
drinking habits with less than 4% of the population described as
regular drinkers. This paradox of light alcohol consumption habit
and high level of actual consumption of cognac can be explained
by the successful integration of cognac as the liquor of choice at
wedding banquets since the 1970s, and a common item in gift
exchange at important calendar and social occasions. The suc-
cessful marketing of cognac in Hong Kong is shown to be closely
linked to local economic conditions, symbolism and culturally
appropriate conspicuous consumption. While the success of
cognac in Hong Kong is an example of effective global circulation
of goods, it also serves as an illustration of the resilience of cul-
tural diversity within an increasingly integrated global econ-
omy. The consumption formats and meanings associated with
cognac have been given “local colours” in Hong Kong.
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Résumé : Les résidents de Hong Kong sont parmi les plus
grands consommateurs de cognac au monde. Pourtant la con-
sommation d’alcool chez la population chinoise de Hong Kong est
plutot légére : moins que 4% de la population se considére
comme habituée. Ce paradoxe d’un faible taux de consommation
générale d’alcool accompagné d’un taux élevé de consommation
de cognac s’explique par l'intégration du cognac comme la bois-
son du choix dans le contexte de réceptions de mariages depuis
les années 1970 et de son statut de don typique & Poccasion des
diverses fétes dans le calendrier annuel tout comme d’autres
occasions sociales d’'importance. Le marketing réussi du cognac
4 Hong Kong s’associe étroitement aux conditions économiques
locales, au symbolisme, et 4 la consommation patente appropriée
dans ce contexte culturel. Bien que le succés du cognac démon-
tre une circulation mondiale efficace des biens de consommation,
il exemplifie aussi la flexibilité de la diversité culturelle au sein
d'une économie mondiale de plus en plus intégrée. A Hong Kong,
les formes de consommation du cognac et leurs significations
respectives ont acquis des «couleurs locales».

Mots clés : cognac, Hong Kong, réceptions de mariages chi-
noises, consommation patente, mondialisation, modernité.
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Introduction

ne of the most readily observable aspects of global-

ization is the global circulation of goods and consumer
cultures, even though this is only part of a much wider
phenomenon which entails policies, processes and out-
comes at global, regional, national and community levels
(Rees and Smart, 2001). The highly successful market-
ing efforts of brand products of American and European
origins create the widely held impression of the West-
ernization or Americanization of everyday life in all cor-
ners of the world, leading to a concern about the lost of
cultural diversity and the inevitable consequence of cul-
tural homogenization (see Klein, 2000; Sklair, 1991). Within
the popular thinking that ‘fwlhen foodways change, the
culture also changes” (Visser, 1999: 120), the ubiquitous
presence of MacDonald’s presents the possibility that a bit
of American culture is transmitted to every consumer
around the globe. It cannot be denied that the circulation
and consumption of global commodities have a certain
impact on local cultures, but it cannot be assumed that the
direction of this change and the magnitude of the impact
are uniform and regular in every geographical and cultural
region. A growing body of ethnographic data points to
the unlikelihood of complete cultural homogenization
despite the continuing growth of imported goods in non-
Western societies (Garcia Canclini, 1997; Hannerz, 1992;
Jussaume Jr., 2001). Any given product and its con-
sumption convey very different meanings in different
parts of the world for people of different class background,
gender, age group and ethnicity (see Howes, 1996; Schol-
liers, 2001; Watson, 1997). Coca Cola, a truly global prod-
uct of American origin, epitomizes the perfection of
market penetration that reaches every household in the
United States on the basis of its affordability and avail-
ability. In China, a nation of 1.3 billion people where Coca
Cola was not reintroduced until the 1980s, it is a symbol
of modernity and Western sophistication. Its relatively
high cost compared to locally produced beverages means
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that its consumption is largely restricted to the middle-
and upper-classes. While Coca Cola is considered a bev-
erage akin to water in Western societies today, its origi-
nal intent as a medicinal tonic persists in many
non-Western markets. For example, a well-known folk
remedy for common cold in Hong Kong is Coca Cola boiled
with lemon slices. It should be noted that a new format of
consumption is created by local culture. Who would have
thought of “cooking” Coca Cola in the United States?

Within the literature of globalization, there is a ten-
dency to assume that global cultural change is largely
influenced by American or Western products and prac-
tices, ranging from hamburgers to business management
structures. This assumption is both misleading and overly
simplistic. First, not all foreign products and practices
are unconditionally accepted by consumers in new mar-
kets. This is a well-known fact within business circles
(Bretherton, 2001; Ferraro, 1998). Successful imports are
often subjected to modifications to accommodate local
cultural values and practices. MacDonald’s lamb burgers
in India and burdock burgers in Japan are good examples
of the localization of global products and the strength of
cultural factors in shaping consumer demands.

Second, the global circulation of goods and knowl-
edge offers equal opportunity for non-Western products
and practices to penetrate American and other Western
markets. The popularity of sushi, green tea, Tai-chi,
acupuncture and vegetarianism throughout Europe and
North America serve as a reminder that Western cul-
tures are also changing under the influence of globaliza-
tion. This change is not entirely driven from without,
however, as evident from the escalating anti-brand move-
ment in the United States since the mid-1990s that has
spread worldwide (Klein, 2000: 325-343).

Third, global trade is not a new phenomenon (Appiah,
1998; Rees and Smart, 2001); the history of trade between
the Americas, Europe, Africa and Asia provides plenty of
evidence to show that the European dietary traditions and
economies were greatly affected by the importation of
goods—sugar, chocolate, coffee, spices—from other parts
of the world and vice versa (Mintz, 1996; Toussaint-Samat,
1992). Put in another way, cultural diffusion is a given in
human history; while the rate of diffusion today may be
greatly accelerated as a result of globalization, past history
points to the resilience of cultural heterogeneity.

The complex mutual influences in global ideological
and material exchanges demand a re-consideration of our
thinking about the directions and processes of change in
a given locality within the context of global economy (Rees
and Smart, 2001: 1-15). This paper uses a single commod-
ity—cognac—in a case study to show the social and eco-
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nomie complexity in the global circulation of goods. Cognac
is used as a lens through which Hong Kong society and cul-
ture can be studied in its recent history of economic devel-
opment and transformation. The use of “food...as an
instrument for the study of other things” (Mintz, 1996: 3)
has been fruitfully employed by other scholars and proven
to be an excellent way to situate wider economic and global
issues within the everyday life of the people under study
(see Fischler, 1988; Marshall, 1979; Mennell, 1985; Schol-
liers, 2001; Wu and Cheung, 2002). This paper hopes to
answer questions of how and why an imported product—
cognac—became integrated within the local culture of con-
sumption and what this successful product integration in
Hong Kong society may reveal about the local social and
economic changes in the past few decades.

This paper is informed by several dominant themes in
the social studies of food. The foremost is the well-estab-
lished and often cited theories of symbolism and meanings
associated with food and eating (Douglas and Gross, 1981;
Levi-Strauss, 1968). The act of consumption, the choice of
items for consumption, and the items themselves convey
and are encoded with layers of symbolic meaning; these
symbolic meanings are not automatically transparent to
all observers. Observers familiar with the cultural code
within which the meanings were originally encoded will
“get it,” others may give different meanings and inter-
pretations according to their cultural competence. Using
art as an illustration, Bourdieu (1984: 2) explains this
organic relationship between cultural knowledge and
shared meanings as follows,

A work of art has meaning and interest only for some-
one who possess the cultural competence, that is, the
code, into which it is encoded.... A beholder who lacks
the specific code feels lost in a chaos of sounds and
rhythms, colours and lines, without rhyme or reason.

A person’s cultural competence has multiple fune-
tions. In Bourdieu’s description above, it is a tool to give
meanings to his/her social universe. It reflects and vali-
dates the person’s social identity, an identity with many
variations rooted in distinctions by class, ethnicity, gender,
education and profession. In light of the multiplicity of
identities, distinctions and cultural codes, it is risky at
best to presuppose that any given object or experience
may generate the same meanings for most people. The
other function of cultural competence is its utility as a
tool of communication. It enables a person to conduct
himself/herself in ways that convey the specific messages
that s/he intends. Mintz (2002: 26) compares this cultur-
ally encoded communication to the use of language, “ [a]s
with language, on many occasions people define them-
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selves with food, at the same time, food consistently
defines and redefines them.”

Consumption in general, and consumption of food-
specifically, are well studied within the context of moder-
nity. Modernity is a “local experience” with a “global
reality” that is “interactively everywhere”(Appadurai
and Breckenridge, 1995: 2, 14). It can be conceptual-
ized as an elastic matrix of practices and cognition that
point to the future and in doing so distinguish them-
selves from the past. Naturally the historical legacy of
a culture or place has great influence on what is recog-
nized as “modernity” by its participants. Voluntary sim-
plicity in lifestyle and consumption may be a symbol of
modernity for a segment of the population in Canada
and other developed countries, yet in China today the
ultimate symbol of modernity is material wealth and
conspicuous consumption. Many Chinese people want
everything that they were deprived of for the past five
decades. Personal and material wealth are the strongest
symbols of success and modernity in China today. This
path—dependent emergence of symbols and experi-
ences of modernity in specific locations is a reminder to
us that divergence and heterogeneity co-exist with the
convergence and homogeneity that globalization may
produce.

Inherent within the elastic net of practices and cog-
nition that define modernity is the possibility of incor-
porating new experiences or giving new meanings to old
experiences. This possibility is the life line for market-
ing companies who are dependent on the successful cre-
ation of new consumer demands in neverending succes-
sion. The advertisements provide a form of mediated
experience for the consumers, the symbolism associated
with the products is carefully assembled and projected
with the hope that consumers will operationalize the
mediated experience into consumption, or lived experi-
ence (Elliot and Wattanasuwan, 1998: 141). The highly
complex and rarely predictable transformation between
mediated and lived experiences is precisely what this
paper hopes to explore. How does the marketing image
of cognac as a luxury product translate into actual con-
sumption in a cultural group that remains extremely
light in drinking habits regardless and in spite of sig-
nificant gains in affluence and intensive exposure to
Westernized foodways? How can we account for the
empirical discrepancy between the drinking habits of
Hong Kong Chinese and the actual consumption level
of cognac? This paradox, as I will show in this paper, can
only be resolved by turning our gaze to the actual
processes of “cultural docking.” Similar to the site-spe-
cific molecular coupling of oxygen and haemoglobin, or
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pathogen and human cells, a newly introduced product
must find a point of entry into the consumer society by
docking onto compatible sites of cultural praxis. For
cognac, its image of luxury and prestige and its actual
high level of consumption in Hong Kong are greatly
enhanced by its successful normalization as the drink of
choice at Chinese wedding banquets.

The interesting and dynamic interplay of post World
War 11 economic development, foreign product introduc-
tion, Chinese culture and social politics in Hong Kong will
be explored in the remainder of this paper.

Cognac Production and Distribution

Cognac is a drink described as a “symbol of luxury, refine-
ment and art de vivre” (India Today, 1997), and is known
for its high costs and “incomparable richness and deli-
cacy” (Economist, 1999). This image of luxury and pres-
tige today belies its humble beginning in the 17th century
when wine was distilled in an attempt to dispose of the
surplus crop when Bordeaux wines gained greater popu-
larity (Larousse, 2000: 319). Spirit distilled from fruit is
brandy, cognac is a brandy twice distilled from wine, the
most common grapes used are of the ugni blanc variety.
Brandy had been around for many centuries, the name
“cognac” was not applied to the brandy produced in the
Charente region of France around the town of Cognac
until 1783 (Larousse, 2000: 319). This brand name monop-
oly is fiercely protected and reinforced by the French gov-
ernment, and the cognac production and quality control is
carefully regulated by the Bureau National Interprofes-
sionnel du Cognac. The intensity of state intervention in
the cognac industry in France has a parallel in its cham-
pagne industry (Edwards, 1999: 6-10)-—not surprisingly
both products are high value commodities with a great
global presence. 92% of all cognac is exported (Economist,
2000) involving billions of U.S. dollars in revenue. By 1985,
90 000 hectares were devoted to cognac production in the
Charente region involving 18 000 independent growers.
The cognac industry supported the livelihood of 70 000
people in the region (New Beverages Publication, 1998).
Cognac, the town with a population of 30 000, is situated
about 100 km north of Bordeaux and 60 km east of
Angouleme in the southwestern part of France along the
Bay of Biscay. The cognac industry is dominated by four
big companies—Hennessy, Martell, Rémy Martin and
Courvoisier—who are key players in the global marketing
of the product, but they are dependent on the smaller
growers for the supply of grapes, wines or newly distilled
spirit to support their production for export. Only grapes
grown in the delimited Charente region are used in the pro-
duction of cognac (Economist, 2002).
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TABLE 1
Market Share of Major Cognac Producers,
1995-96

Major Cognac World Wide Sales
Companies (1995-96) in bottles
Hennessy 33 000 000
Martell 25 000 000
Rémy Martin 20 000 000
Courvoisier 12 000 000
Others 38 000 000

Source: Cognac Torula News Market Data, http:/swfrance.com/torula/
torulamarkets.htm.

In total, over 145 million bottles of cognac were sold
worldwide in 1996. While the European region remains the
largest market for cognac at 46.6% of the market share in
1996 (see Table 2), the United States is the single biggest
importer of cognac in the world at over 40 million bottles
in 2000-01 (see Table 3). Yet it is Asia that has the undi-
vided attention of the big cognac companies. The Asian
market accounted for 59.7% of cognac exports by value in
1996 and 47.3% in 1997 (New Beverages Publication,
1998). The Asian market buys exclusively the high-end
superior quality cognac (see Table 3). The region also
accounts for 34% of the revenues of French luxury goods
sold worldwide, three times higher than the American
market (Economist, 1997). Asia is a very important export
market for cognac and other luxury goods.

TABLE 2
Global Cognac Sales in 1996 and 1995

Cognac bottles Market share Market share
sold in 1996 % in 1996 % in 1995

Europe 68 000 000 46.6 471

Asia 45 000 000 31.0 31.6
Americas 31 300 000 21.5 20.3
Oceania 900 000 0.6 0.62
Africa 400 000 0.3 0.27
Total 145 700 000

Source: Cognac Torula News Market Data, http:/swfrance.com/
torula/torulamarkets.htm.

TABLE 3
World Wide Cognac Sales in Bottles (2000-01)

Cognac bottles sold % superior qualities

in 2000-01
United States 40 700 000 25
Britain 11 300 000 15
France 8 600 000 33
Germany 7 200 000 38
Japan 6 000 000 100
Singapore 5 000 000 100
Hong Kong 4 500 000 100
Finland 3 300 000 33

Source: Bureau National Interprofessionnel du Cognac, www.cognac.fr.

222 / Josephine Smart

The appearance of wealth in the town of Cognac and
its surrounding areas hides an undercurrent of crisis that
is directly tied to the cycles of boom and bust in the world
sales of luxury goods in the shadows of the same cycles in
world economy. Over 10 000 hectares of vines in the Char-
ente region have been uprooted since 1985 in an effort to
diversify the local economy by growing new varieties of
vines (e.g., Chardonnay, Merlot) or other crops (e.g. sun-
flowers) (Economist, 1999). The downsizing strategy
proved strategic given the decline in world sales through-
out the 1990s so much so that by 1998, the total sales in
volume of 110 million bottles of cognac was at the level of
the early 1970s (Economist, 1999).

The substantial budget allocated to the marketing of
cognac worldwide is a necessary strategy to maintain and
create market share for a commodity that is geographi-
cally restricted to a small region in France for its pro-
duction as a result of its specific legacy of brand monopoly.
Brandies are produced worldwide, but only those created
within the delimited Charente region can be called cognac.
The widely deployed backward integration strategy of
setting up production in locations closer to the material
source and consumer markets that many multinationals
have in place cannot be utilized by the cognac producers;
their only alternative is to strengthen their forward inte-
gration efforts to reach the consumers through market-
ing efforts (see Talbot, 1997 for a discussion of these two
integration strategies in the instant coffee industry). Since
consumers in export markets are rarely socialized into
the cultural history of cognac, their product loyalty tends
to be weak. The marketing strategies employed by the
cognac houses are based on the principle that images sell
products, and cognac’s image of luxury and prestige has
been a bedrock for its marketing campaigns worldwide
(New Beverages Publication, 1998).

The established market share of cognac in Asia has
been declining from a peak of 22 to 24 million bottles per
year in 1988-1992 to 6 million bottles in 2000 in Japan,
and from a peak of 10 to 18 million bottles per year in
1987-1995 to 4.5 million bottles in 2000 in Hong Kong
(Bureau National Interprofessionnel du Cognac, 2002).
To counteract this loss of sales in Asia, recent campaigns
aim to attract the younger drinkers by marketing cognac
as a “long drink for all occasions” mixed with ice, tonic
water, sparkling mineral water, fruit juice, or other spir-
its as in martinis (India Today, 1997; New Beverages Pub-
lication, 1998). This new image of cognac is a departure
from its established image as an after-dinner drink for
rich old men. It is too early to tell if this recent effort to
market cognac as a cocktail will attract the Asian young
drinkers or boost the sales of cognac in the weakening
Asian markets.
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Cognac in Post-World War II Hong Kong

An obvious issue in the consideration of consumption is the
economic factor. For a luxury product like cognac, its suc-
cessful entry into a new market must be supported by
the existence of a critical mass of affluent consumers with
the purchasing power to support the market. Based on this
rather simple economic correlation, it comes as no surprise
that cognac only made a successful entry into the Hong
Kong Chinese market in the 1970s (see Figure 1 for GDP
growth 1961-2000). Using interview data collected in 2002
from Hong Kong, Taiwan, United States and Canada
involving a total of 26 individuals (15 male, 11 female)
aged 35 and older, published statistics and other second-
ary sources, the following sections will attempt to tease out
the social complexity of cognac consumption within the
broader rubric of economic development in Hong Kong.
The awareness of “foreign spirits” (yang jiu)! includ-
ing brandy, whisky, gin, beer, wine and port developed in
Hong Kong and other major city ports in China more
than 60 years ago. One informant in his eighties recalled
Shanghai during the 1930s-40s when drinking Johnny
Walker Red Label whisky and Hennessy brandy was in
vogue among the young and the rich. Coming from an
elite family of engineers and government officials, he was
part of the local elite for whom the consumption of
imported liquor, musie, fashion, English language edu-
cation and travel were distinguishing markers that sep-
arated them from the ordinary masses. In contrast,
post-1949 Hong Kong was in poor economic shape (see
Table 1) under the multiple burdens of a sharp population
increase from half a million to over two million within a
short span of a few years, damages in the local economy
sustained during the Japanese occupation of 1941-45, and
the threat to its entrépot trade during the American
embargo against China (1953-55). Two couples who mar-
ried in the early 1950s in Hong Kong did not recall any
alcohol being served at their wedding. They were part of
a growing population of refugees in Hong Kong who left
China after the Communist government took over in
1949. Extreme poverty was so common in Hong Kong
throughout the 1950s that it was placed within the same
league as Burma and Sri Lanka in a report by the United
Nations which expressed a rather pessimistic view of its
economic future. Even the colony’s governor,
A. Grantham, described Hong Kong as a “dying city” in
1955 (Zhang, 2001: 133). With the exception of a small
community of economic elites (both Chinese and inter-
national) and expatriates (mostly British) who could
afford imported liquor and other items of luxury, the
masses in Hong Kong were barely coping with basic sub-
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sistence during the 1950s. Real and significant GDP
growth only took place beginning in the late 1960s (see
Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Hong Kong Gross Domestic Product Per
Capita, 1961-01. Source: Hong Kong Census and Statis-
tics Department.

A Hong Kong resident in his early seventies recalled
serving Three Star brandy at his own wedding banquet in
1964. His working-class background as a truck driver for
a trading company in those days normally would not be
associated with a luxury product like Three Star brandy
which retailed for many times more than the liquor
imported from China. The company he worked for carried
this particular brandy and he was given a good discount.
He paid HK$162 for a bottle instead of the retail price of
HK$22. In his own words, serving Three Star brandy in
1964 among people of his class background (which
accounted for the majority of the Hong Kong population
at the time) was a “big deal,” it was a highly prestigious
and face-gaining event for him and his family. In 1964,
the monthly tuition for public primary school was HK$5.
A bottle of Three-Star brandy at retail cost covered one
semester’s tuition for a lucky child. Brandy and cognac
were luxury goods out of reach for most people in Hong
Kong in the 1950s and 1960s.

The first mention of cognac being served at a wedding
banquet came from a university-educated professional in
Hong Kong who married in 1974. Both bride and groom
were university graduates with well-paying jobs; they
held their wedding banquet at one of the biggest restau-
rant chains (Maxim’s) at considerable costs. Cognac was
included in the wedding banquet menu. Being non-
drinkers, they could no longer recall which cognac was
served at their own wedding banquet 30 years ago. It was
also in the 1970s that cognac became a popular drink
among business owners and investors in Hong Kong. Busi-
ness dinners were/are almost exclusively male affairs
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marked by abundances of food, alcohol and women (pros-
titutes or hostesses). Some private clubs and restaurants
have special display cases for regular clients to leave their
personal bottle(s) of cognac in between visits. These bot-
tles are carefully labeled with their owner’s names, and
their placement is calculated to maximize their visibility
to convey the symbolism of status and “face” associated
with cognac as an item of conspicuous consumption.
Cognac consumption became part of the “culture of afflu-
ence” that arose in Hong Kong around the mid-1970s
(Leung, 1996: 70). A retired shoe manufacturer now in
his seventies first learned to drink cognac from his busi-
ness associates in the 1970s. The factory owners that he
associated with were mostly men of humble background
like himself who worked their way from the bottom up,
and many became rich from the 1960s when Hong Kong
became a workshop of the world producing labour inten-
sive commodities for world consumption (Chiu et al., 1997).
The business climate in Hong Kong remained rosy
throughout the 1980s and 1990s when nearly all the pro-
ductions were moved into the Pearl River Delta (China)
which is now the new workshop of the world (Economist,
2002; Smart and Smart, 1991). Up to 1986 when he took
semiretirement, this now retired shoe manufacturer con-
sumed up to a bottle of Martell Cordon Bleu (his favourite
brand of cognac) a day over business meetings and meals.
He eased off his cognac consumption throughout the 1990s
for a combination of reasons: a desire to stay healthy as
he gets older by restricting alecohol consumption and a
greater care about expenditure when he finally retired
in 1992.

The impact of cognac on household consumption is
similarly tied to the wider economic conditions in Hong
Kong (see Table 2 and Table 3) and affected by issues of
gender, life cycles and class as indicated by the following
ethnographic account of the drinking history of an ex-
civil servant who passed away at age 79 in 2000. Even
though he had been a regular drinker since early adult-
hood, this mid-rank ex-civil servant did not begin drink-
ing cognac until after his retirement in 1974. Before
retirement, he consumed mostly the cheaper locally pro-
duced rice wine or other liquor imported from China. He
was familiar with cognac and brandy which were served
at various special banquets over the years. He liked them
but could not afford them other than as an occasional
treat once in a long while. By the time he retired in 1974
at age 55, his six children were all grown and gainfully
employed. He supplemented his government pension with
a job as a security guard. His improving economie situa-
tion enabled him to indulge in cognac drinking on a reg-
ular basis throughout the 1980s until he came down with
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cancer in 1996. His children brought him gifts of cognac
on special occasions. He considered cognac, especially the
XO cognae, superior to the Chinese spirits. He distin-
guished brandy from cognac by their degrees of “smooth-
ness.” Despite his sustained economic ability to afford
cognac, this informant returned to the traditional Chi-
nese spirits in his later life when he was saddled with
arthritis and cancer. Many traditional Chinese wines and
spirits are known for their medicinal properties, and he
turned to these for health purposes.

Of the 11 women interviewed for this paper, none is a
self described regular drinker; nearly 20% (2 of 11) are
non-drinkers, the rest are “social drinkers” who may have
a glass of wine, a beer, or a shot of cognac at special occa-
sions. Interestingly, two women (they are sisters) in this
group profess to have a particular fondness for cognac, a
fondness arising from early exposure to alcoholic bever-
ages at the family-run liquor retail shop. Another female
cognac drinker learned to like cognac through her hus-
band who was the ex-civil servant mentioned above.
Among the 15 men interviewed for this paper, three (20%)
are non-drinkers for allergy or preference reasons; the
rest are occasional drinkers. Only two men in this group
were regular consumers of cognac at one point in their life.
Two observations can be made from this limited inter-
view data: first, even though Hong Kong has one of the
highest rates of consumption of cognac in the world, most
people only occasionally sample it at special occasions.
Second, drinking was/is not a serious activity in Hong
Kong based on the interview responses, an impression
confirmed by a recent survey which reported that less
than 4% of the Hong Kong population drinks regularly
(New Beverages Publication, 1998).

Lastly, the recent trend of declining cognac sales in
Asia requires a closer examination. The general correla-
tion between global-local economic downturns and decline
in sales of luxury goods is well established (Economist,
1997; Stein, 1997; Van Westering, 1994: 6). It should be
noted that each nation state or region has its own cycles
of boom and bust rooted in its specific articulations with
the global economy; its historical legacies of political struc-
ture, state ideology, economy and culture. For Japan, the
sharp decline in cognac consumption began in 1989, just
before the burst of the Japanese economic bubble became
full blown in the 1990s. Despite the decline, Japan remains
a major importer of cognac at over five million bottles a
year. The decline in cognac import in Hong Kong began
in 1992 despite the fact that its GDP keep climbing
steadily until 1997 (see Table 4 and Table 5). The loss of
manufacturing jobs in Hong Kong throughout the 1980s
and 1990s as productions moved inland to the Pearl River
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Delta (China) and the drastic drop in property value since
1997 are two main likely factors that contributed to the
decline in cognac sales and non-essential consumption in
general (Kwong and Miscevic, 2002: 24; see South China
Morning Post, various issues as listed in the References).
Singapore is an exception in that its import of cognac
keeps rising steadily to catch up with Japan and Hong
Kong. China is another market that shows a steady
increase in cognac imports and it is considered to be the
next major market for cognac and other luxury goods
(Economist, 1997; India Today, 1997).

The rising popularity of wine in Asia may have taken
away some of the market shares of cognac (Economist,
1998). This rising preference for red wine is quite notice-
able in Hong Kong. Many hotels and major restaurants
that host wedding banquets are including red wine on
their menu (see Table 4 for more details). Cognac used to
be the signature liquor associated with wedding banquets
in Hong Kong since the 1970s.
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Figure 2: Sales of Cognac by Country in Millions of
Bottles, 1981-01. Source: Bureau National Interprofes-
sionnel du Cognac. www.cognac.fr.

Cognac Consumption with
Hong Kong Characteristics

The spectacular success of cognac in Hong Kong begs
two questions which have not been addressed so far:
first, given the fierce competition for market share
among a large variety of expensive premium alcoholic
beverages, what gives cognac the edge to dominate the
Hong Kong market? Second, given that less than 4% of
the Hong Kong population drinks regularly, what hap-
pened to the millions of bottles of cognac imported every
year?
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According to Singer (1979: 320, Table 3), the average
consumption of aleohol in Hong Kong in 1960-69 was the
equivalent of 70 bottles of wine (10% alcohol) or 4.55 litres
of absolute alcohol per person per year. Recent figures
indicate that Hong Kong Chinese remain light drinkers in
1998 at an average of 22 litres per person. Germany tops
the list with an average of 100 litres of alcoholic drinks per
person per year, the United States among the top at
78 litres per person, Canada at 60 litres per person, and
Japan is the heaviest drinking Asian country at 57 litres
per person (Economist, 1999). Unfortunately these recent
figures did not specify the alcoholic content of the vol-
ume consumed. Given that only 4% of the population in
Hong Kong is reported to drink regularly (New Beverages
Publication, 1998), those who drink are drinking more
than a glass of wine a day or 22 litres per year. And if this
small portion of regular drinkers were responsible for
the consumption of all aleoholic beverages sold in Hong
Kong each year that include cognac, beer, wine, whisky, gin
and many varieties of Chinese alcoholic products, one
would expect alcoholism to be a problem. Yet problems
associated with alcohol abuse are rare in Chinese soci-
eties in China or overseas, and Hong Kong has not expe-
rienced any problem with alcoholism before or now (Lin
and Lin, 1982; Singer, 1979).

As T have explained in another paper (Smart, forth-
coming), the Chinese drinking culture discourages solitary
drinking for personal gratification. The normative code
regarding drinking implies a social function of cement-
ing social solidarity and/or completing an important event.
Drinks can be shared among guests of all ages and both
sexes, or offered to the gods or ancestors or ghosts; no
important ritual or event (such as weddings, birthdays,
New Year and other significant calendar dates) is complete
without this act of real or symbolic drinking (Man, 1998:
111; Zhang, 1982: 13-14; Zhang, 2000: 59). This estab-
lished social function of sharing drinks at significant events
provides the cultural framework for occasional drinking
as an approved practice among people who otherwise do
not drink. It also explains some of the idiosyncratic for-
mats of alcohol consumption in Hong Kong which mostly
are rooted in an attempt by non-drinkers to cope with the
unfamiliar flavour or strong alcoholic content of the drinks
offered. Adding Coca Cola or Sprite (or 7-Up) to whisky,
cognac and wine are common, so is the adding of ice. The
Chinese tradition of serving drinks only during a meal
also contributes to another highly localized format of alco-
hol consumption. Regardless of the cultural history of an
imported alcoholic beverage as an aperitif or after-dinner
drink in its country of origin, its use in Hong Kong is
localized to become a dinner drink. Cognac, whisky, beer,
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wine, soft drinks and Chinese tea are served throughout
a dinner in high ball glasses in generous portions both in
commerecial and private settings. Due to its prestige asso-
ciated with high costs and acknowledged high quality (Ma,
2001: 124), cognac is a favourite drink at banquets even for
people who normally do not drink cognac at home.
Formal banquets held in restaurants and hotels are
major occasions of aleohol consumption in Hong Kong,
and the strong association of cognac with banquets since
the 1970s contributes in a significant way to the high vol-
ume of cognac sales in Hong Kong (for more detail see
Smart, forthcoming). The serving of cognac at banquets
has became a signature of Hong Kong, it is a practice not
found in China, Taiwan or Japan. Mention cognac at a
wedding banquet, and everybody knows it must be a Hong
Kong Chinese wedding banquet. A recent survey of
selected banquet menus from Hong Kong indicates that
cognac is still strongly associated with wedding banquets.
Over 60% of surveyed wedding menus include cognac in
addition to other drinks (beer and soft drinks) within the
set menu price of HK$3 000 to 5 000 for a table of 10.

TABLE 4

A Comparison of Beverages Included in the
Published Set Menus for Three Types of
Banquet in Hong Kong, 2002

Number of restaurants Wedding Birthday  Chinese
that offer listed New Year
beveragesd/description

of beverages
cognac 5 2 2
red wine 3 2 1
beer 8 8 5
soda pop 8 8 5
non-alcoholic punch 1 none none
champagne 2 none none
total number of menus

surveyed 8 8 6

a Several beverages are usually included in each set menu.

Household consumption and business dinners are two
other major sources of cognac consumption. Lastly, it is
estimated that nearly one third of all cognac is bought as
gifts. The importance of cognac in the gift economy in
Hong Kong3 is readily observable in the supermarket
advertisements during major Chinese calendrical events
like the Chinese New Year or the Mid-Autumn Festival
when gift exchanges are common. Many of these gifts of
cognac are circulated within the family such as a gift to the
parents or grandparents, or to uncles and aunts. Some
are circulated between friends, and many are given to
preferred clients or one’s superior in the workplace.

226 / Josephine Smart

Reproduced below is a summary of the brands and prices
of cognac in newspaper advertisements by three major
supermarket chains in Hong Kong in February 2002 for
the Chinese New Year period. The total number of brands
of cognac carried by each supermarket is far greater than
what appeared in these advertisements.

TABLE 5

Price Range (regular/discounted price in HK$) and
Brands of Cognac and Brandy in Hong Kong Chinese
Newspaper Advertisements, February 1-13, 2002

Brand/Store Wellcome  ParkNShop CRC Shop
(HKS$ range) (HK$ range) (HK$range)

Bisquit VSOP 305/223 305/218
Courbret VSOP 268/213 268/218
Courbret X08 435/358 435/338
Courvoisier VSOP 332/248 332/258
Courvoisier X0 1 438/1 068
Denis M FOV 418/358 418/373 416/358
Hine VSOP 328/248 338/253
Hine Fine Champagne 389/318
Hennessy XO 1375/1 035 1 150/1 035 1349/1 035
Hennessy VSOP 345/258 345/258 345/258
Hobson Napoleon 65/55

brandy
Jules Gautret VSOP 238/168
Jules Gautret XO 699/438
Major XO brandy 160/148
Martell Cordon Bleu 1 102/958 1 102/958
Martell VSOP 328/263 328/258 325/258
Otard VSOP 325/248 325/253
Rémy Martin Club 498/358 498/373 498/368
Rémy Martin VSOP 344/248 344/258 325/248
Rémy Martin XO 1 265/995 1 265/995

Source: Apples Daily and Oriental Daily

The successful integration of cognac into the social
fabric of Hong Kong—gift exchange, wedding banquets,
business dinners, household consumption—is a key to its
stake of a certain market share in Hong Kong. Given the
fierce competition for market share among a large vari-
ety of expensive premium alcoholic beverages, what gives
cognac the edge to dominate the Hong Kong market?
Part of the reason may be found in its timely penetration
in the Hong Kong market during the 1960s-70s when the
growing population of nouvelle riche was seeking sym-
bols to distinguish itself from the masses. Cognac, mar-
keted in its image of luxury and finesse, provides an ideal
object to include in lavish dinners in business and private
settings which were a well-established form of conspicu-
ous consumption (Mathews and Lui, 2001: 3-4). The fact
that cognac is a French product may have contributed to
its favourable reception in Hong Kong in two ways. First,
it did not arouse any of the ambivalence about British
colonial presence in Hong Kong that products from Great
Britain might have had. Secondly, the French origin of
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cognac projects an image of modernity and sophistica-
tion that enhances its reception. Its status as a luxury
good with a high price tag matches perfectly the emerg-
ing Hong Kong ideology that money is everything. Unlike
the French mode of distinction based on cultural knowl-
edge and sophistication described by Bourdieu (1984),
social-class distinetion in Hong Kong is measured by mate-
rial wealth (Mathews and Lui, 2001: 8). The economic
growth and optimism generated since the late 1960s cre-
ated a great deal of wealth that modernized Hong Kong
everyday life with Western technologies and products
ranging from colour TV to kitchen gadgets (Rooney, 2001).
The Hong Kong Chinese have always looked to the West
for symbols of modernity (Cheng, 2001; Mathews, 2001),
like the Caribbean people took to refined sugar as a sym-
bol of “the modern and industrial” during the 19th century
(Mintz, 1985: 193). Cognac was embraced as a symbol of
distinction within a growing and evolving repertoire of
material and cultural consumption in affluent Hong Kong
society. Subsequently, cognac consumption becomes a part
of an Hong Kong lifestyle that provides a model of Chinese
modernity for Chinese in other societies (Friedman, 1994).

The incorporation of cognac into restaurant and hotel
banquet menus since the 1970s further consolidated the
market position of cognac in Hong Kong and expanded its
consumer base beyond the business and nouvelle riche
groups. The proliferation of supermarkets throughout the
1980s provided the efficient distribution networks to bring
cognac to the urban populations for private consumption
and gift exchanges. The success of cognac is interwoven
within a complex web of economic development, cultural
traditions, symbolism of modernity, conspicuous con-
sumption, social/economic distinctions and gift exchanges.
It is interesting to note that the success story of cognac in
Hong Kong is achieved in the absence of a rise in drinking
habits among the local population. Given this context, it is
doubtful that the new marketing campaigns by the major
cognac houses to appeal to the young people to consume
cognac as “tall drinks for all occasions” will find much suc-
cess in Hong Kong (India Today, 1997). This new market-
ing campaign assumes that young Chinese consumers have
similar drinking habits to their Western counterparts, that
drinking is a social activity for fun, a form of personal grat-
ification, and something that is done on a daily basis. This
assumption runs against the grain of the established Chi-
nese normative code regarding the functions and formats
of drinking. Cultural tradition aside, there is no indication
that the young generations in Hong Kong or other Chinese
societies are taking to drinking like their North American
or European counterparts. This is a Chinese paradox that
the alcohol producers must deal with.

Amthropologica 46 (2004)

Conclusion

Cognac consumption in Hong Kong is a case study of a
French product with Chinese characteristics. It is a case
study that illustrates the successful introduction and sub-
sequent integration of a foreign product in a Chinese mar-
ket. The success of cognac in Hong Kong is even more
remarkable given that it happened in a society without a
strong drinking habit. This success may be seen as a cel-
ebration of globalization, but readers should be reminded
that the experience of cognac marketing in Hong Kong
highlights the power of local culture in making or break-
ing the entry of a global product or service. Cognac con-
sumption in Hong Kong is coloured by localized drinking
formats and the culturally defined contexts for drinking.
The success of a new product or service in any given mar-
ket requires strategic and timely marketing in response
to local economic conditions and local cultural ideas and
practices. In the case of cognac, the strategic coupling of
cognac with wedding banquets beginning in the 1970s
was the key to its success. Without the strong and well-
established association with wedding banquets, the loss of
market share of cognac in Hong Kong in the post-1997
period could have been much worse. The cognac produc-
ers are well advised to strengthen this established cul-
tural linkage between cognac and banquets in their future
campaign to hold or gain their market shares in Hong
Kong and other Chinese societies.

Josephine Smart, University of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta,
Canada, T2N 1N. E-mail: smart@ucalgary.ca
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Notes

1 This term in Putonghua (Mandarin) is made up of two Chi-
nese characters—yang means “ocean” or “foreign,” jiu is
is an alcoholic brew made from grains or fruits with an alco-
holic content of 10-40 % by volume. Beer in Chinese is b jiu,
medicinal wine (up to 40% alcohol by volume) is yao jiu,
rice wine (10-25% by alcohol) is mi jiu.

2 The exchange rate in 1964 was HK$5.7143 to US$1 (Pacific
Exchange Rate Service, 2003). As of October 1983, the Hong
Kong dollar was pegged with the U.S. dollar at a fixed rate
of $7.8 to US$1.

3 See Bosco (2001) for an interesting discussion of the gift-giv-
ing culture in Hong Kong. He suggests that gift-giving “ is
culturally shaped...is also shaped by social pressure...most
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people...gave gifts...to increase the love and esteem in
which they are held by the recipient of the gift” (2001: 278-
279).
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