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Con text
China is now among the world’s top ten wine con sum ing coun tries.
Chinese con sumers have a clear de sire for gain ing greater know ledge
of the ma ter ial qual it ies and con ven tional prac tices of wine, as evid‐ 
enced by China being the largest mar ket for WSET (Wine & Spirit
Edu ca tion Trust), the global leader in pro vi sion of wine edu ca tion
courses 1. How ever, a fine wine mar ket is not yet se cure in China:
China’s per cap ita wine con sump tion re mains very low, and grape
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wine re mains peri pheral in a do mestic al co holic bever ages mar ket
dom in ated by beer, hard cider, flavored al co holic bever ages and
grain- based al co hols. There re main sig ni fic ant gulfs between the po‐ 
ten tial for a mass, middle- class fine wine mar ket and the cur rent
emer gent state of a fine wine cul ture in China. In this con text, con‐ 
sumer tastes and prac tices can not be taken for gran ted, cre at ing op‐ 
por tun it ies for the in ter ven tions of a cadre of wine in ter me di ar ies
who—through their ex pert ise in mat ters of taste and value both with
re gard to wine and Chinese con sump tion—at tempt to ‘at tach’
Chinese con sumers to a wine con sump tion cul ture that is rooted
else where, in European her it age. This con text of fers a fer tile set ting
for ex plor ing the role of cul tural in ter me di ar ies in the emer gence and
de vel op ment of new mar kets.

Pur pose
The pur pose of the re search was to identify dif fer ent roles played by
the in ter me di ar ies in their ef forts to con struct a fine wine con sump‐ 
tion cul ture in China. In turn, we make two con tri bu tions. Em pir ic‐ 
ally, we offer in sights into the Chinese fine wine mar ket from the spe‐ 
cific per spect ive of taste makers work ing in the highly af flu ent, first- 
tier city of Shang hai. Our the or et ical con tri bu tion speaks to a grow‐ 
ing body of re search on the sig ni fic ance of con struc tions of le git im‐ 
acy to the de vel op ment of mar kets 2. This re search has yet to ex tend
at ten tion to the means by which le git im acy is con struc ted as the
basis of ‘mar ket at tach ments’ 3 between con sumers and goods. Such
in sights are es pe cially needed in the case of emer ging mar kets for
goods for which there is an es tab lished cul ture of con sump tion
rooted in an other cul tural her it age—as is the case for fine wine in
China. We thus offer a novel con cep tu al iz a tion of the role of cul tural
in ter me di ar ies in mar ket de vel op ment and cul tural glob al iz a tion.

2

Meth od o logy
The paper re ports on ex plor at ory, in ter pret ive re search in volving
semi- structured in ter views with a small sample of Chinese fine wine
in ter me di ar ies (5 wine writers/edu cat ors; 5 som meliers/re tail ers; 3
brand rep res ent at ives). Nine of the re spond ents were Chinese; 12
were based primar ily in Shang hai. The de gree of pro fes sion al iz a tion
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within the sample ranged from widely, from one to 20 years of ex per‐ 
i ence, and from re l at ive am a teurs to those work ing in elite hos pit al ity
set tings. An in ter pret ive them atic ana lysis iden ti fied find ings.

Find ings
Ac counts of cul tural in ter me di ar ies call at ten tion to their roles as
gate keep ers and con sec rat ors. Our find ings sug gest three ad di tional,
here to fore under- explored roles of in ter me di ar ies in the cre ation of
an emer ging cadre of fine wine con sumers. First, the in ter me di ar ies
serve as prox ies for an ex ist ing ideal con sumer and a fu ture, de sired
con sumer. In this, they un der take the typ ical work of a cul tural in ter‐ 
me di ary, sin gu lar iz ing and ne go ti at ing rel ev ant points of at tach ment
for Chinese con sumers by bridging at trib utes of the ‘es tab lished’
European wine cul ture with Chinese cul tural norms and tra di tions.
Second, the in ter me di ar ies serve as ex em plars for an ex ist ing, not- 
yet-legitimate con sumer. In this, in ter me di ar ies take up an ex pli citly
ped ago gical po s i tion vis- à-vis their con sumers, which we sug gest in
the case of emer ging mar kets is es pe cially im port ant. Third, link ing
these two roles, the in ter me di ar ies op er ate as func tional demo crat‐ 
izers: they are part of open ing up ac cess to the ‘es tab lished’ European
wine cul ture, while also con trib ut ing to the per form ance and dis sem‐ 
in a tion of new, local codes of wine con sump tion con duct. Via their
mar ket in ter ven tions, they as sist in ‘fit ting’ emer ging con sumers to a
global con sump tion re gime.

4

Im plic a tions
These find ings high light the ‘soft power’ polit ics bound up in the
emer gence of new con sumer cul tures, which en tail ne go ti ations
between and hy brid iz a tions of do mestic and im por ted no tions of ‘the
le git im ate.’ The find ings also sug gest new in sights into in ter me di ar ies
as a key corps of mar ket act ors who serve as both an ap prox im a tion
of, and role model for an emer ging con sumer body. Cul tural in ter me‐ 
di ar ies in emer ging mar kets are the ad vance guard, whose read ings
and ren der ings of likely points of at tach ment between con sumers
(cur rent and po ten tial) and products (e.g. wine’s prop er ties, es tab‐ 
lished mean ings and prac tices of use) are in dic at ive of po ten tial fu‐ 
ture mar ket dy nam ics. Un der stand ing the local pop u la tion of cul tural
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The paper re ports on ex plor at ory, in ter pret ive re search in volving semi- 
structured in ter views with a small sample of Chinese fine wine in ter me di ar‐ 
ies. We provide in sights into the Chinese fine wine mar ket from the per‐ 
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diaires chi nois dans le do maine des vins fins. Nous four nis sons des in for ma‐ 
tions sur le mar ché chi nois des vins fins du point de vue des dé gus ta teurs
tra vaillant dans la ville de Shan ghai, une ville très riche et de pre mier rang
dans la consom ma tion vi ni cole. Notre ana lyse offre une nou velle concep‐ 
tua li sa tion du rôle des in ter mé diaires cultu rels dans le dé ve lop pe ment du
mar ché. Elle contri bue à un en semble crois sant de re cherches dé vo lues à
l'im por tance des construc tions de la lé gi ti mi té pour le dé ve lop pe ment des
mar chés et sug gé rant com ment une com pré hen sion des po pu la tions in ter‐ 
mé diaires lo cales est im por tante pour an ti ci per les voies d'ins ti tu tion na li sa‐ 
tion de nou velles formes de goût et de pra tiques de consom ma tion.
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