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Abstract 

Chinese liquor culture is an important part of the broad and profound Chinese culture, 
most of the communication activities occur when drinking. In addition to language, 
cultural communication also involves non-verbal behaviors. This paper studies forms, 
characteristics and significance of non-verbal behaviors in Chinese liquor from two 
aspects: custom and etiquette. The non-verbal behavior in this paper includes body 
language, object language and environmental language. This paper is helpful to study, 
understand and spread Chinese liquor culture and eliminate communication barriers. 
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1. Introduction 

Chinese liquor has a long history of over thousands of years and there exist several kinds of 
statements about how Chinese liquor was first made. However, the term Chinese liquor culture 
was put forward by professor Yu Guangyuan for the first time. According to professor Xu 
Shaohua, Chinese liquor culture research has generally experienced two stages. The first stage 
is from 1949 to 1986, with technological reform and progress as the main content; the second 
stage is from 1987 to today, with the combination of culture, science, technology and market as 
a comprehensive study. [1] Scholars have done many researches on the relationship between 
Chinese liquor culture and tourism, advertisement, intercultural translation, but few on the 
non-verbal behaviors of Chinese liquor culture. 

2. Research on Non-verbal Behaviors of Chinese Liquor Culture 

Chinese liquor serves as a carrier of Chinese culture and it can represent part of Chinese culture. 
Culture consists of matter, system, behavior and mentality. We are going to analyze the non-
verbal behaviors of Chinese liquor culture from two perspectives, one is the customs and the 
other is the etiquette. 

2.1. The Non-verbal Behaviors in Chinese Liquor Customs 

2.1.1. Customs in Different Banquets 

Chinese liquor has very close connection with each and every Chinese since his or her birth. For 
example, we usually have a feast celebrating the first month of a newborn baby. And when he 
grows up, a compotation will be hold at his coming-of-age ceremony. After that, compotations 
will be hold when he gets married, moves to a better place, gets a promotion and so on. Some 
representative occasions will be noted and the non-verbal behaviors will be discussed as 
follows. 

At wedding, the newlyweds are requested to take a cross-cupped wine, which means the best 
wishes to their love and marriage. When taking the cross-cupped wine, with their right hands 
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holding a cup of liquor, the bride and the bridegroom need to have their own arm cross over 
each other’s, and they should toss off the cup in the witness all the guests.  

When having at-home parties, Chinese liquor is essential for many families, especially in the 
north. The right order for proposing a toast is that hosts make a toast to guests first and then 
the guests toast back. When making the toast, people often stand up from seats and hold the 
cup high. When clinking the cups, the cup of the younger generation should put lower than the 
older generation to show their respect. 

When having business parties, the subordinates often hold the cup in the right hand and use 
the left hand to prop the bottom of it to toast the supervisors. And the former’s cup should also 
be put lower than the latter’s. Besides, the subordinates ought to pour liquor for the supervisors 
first. It is impolite to pour liquor for oneself in the first place. 

2.1.2. Some Other Customs 

People use different containers to drink Chinese liquor, as they wear different clothes on 
different occasions. Containers of various kinds of materials can be used to drink Chinese liquor. 
In a restaurant, customers use glasses to drink generously while in some clubs, they use ceramic 
cups to drink gently. Under the influence of the western wine tasting system, standard cups 
gradually entered domestic liquor market. On one hand, this kind of special cup is made 
transparent so as to observe and appreciate the color of the liquor. On the other hand, the cup 
is small and exquisite, which can better enhance the beauty of Chinese liquor. 

2.2. The Non-verbal Behaviors in Chinese Liquor Etiquette 

2.2.1. Body Language 

In ancient China, the etiquette was pretty sophisticated. According to Chinese book named the 
Book of Rites --Yu Zao, “A man of complete virtue takes a drink performing his respect; two 
glasses his grace; three glasses his sobriety”.[2] In the period of the supremacy of rites and 
music system, some officials are responsible for supervising the alcohol. Everyone should obey 
their orders in the banquet. In addition, it is necessary to follow the rules of “Worship, Sacrifice, 
Sip and Swallow”. [2] It can be explained that the drinker first bows in salute to show his respect; 
then he pours a little liquor out on the ground to thank the earth for its breeding; then he tastes 
and praises it to make the host happy; finally, he finished it off in one long swallow. There were 
strict protocols on this as well. Based on the Book of Rites, royal members and officials must 
wear big-sleeves. Similarly, women usually pinched part of clothes to have a great sight. 
However, the rule was not applicable for soldiers. Just held the bowl and drunk it. 

Apart from this, the order of drinking liquor was also crucial. In the Book of Rites--Qu Li, “When 
the youngster participates in the activity with his elders, he is not allowed to drink firstly”. [2] 
During the toast, the host needs to toast guests and vice versa. Sometimes, guests can do it with 
each other or toast people in turn. In this process, people ought to stand up. 

In comparison with the courtesy in feudal society, the body language of Chinese liquor culture 
in modern China has changed a lot, making best use of old advantages. Although it has loosened 
the restrictions on standards and costumes, the custom of pouring and toasting liquor has been 
inherited likewise. 

Generally speaking, the liquor should be poured into glass before drinking. For the first time, 
the host should ask the guest to choose beverage. After that, he should ask the guest's 
permission. The Chinese liquor needs to be unsealed on the spot. At the same time, the following 
points should be noted in drinking. First, The host cannot pour the spirit just for some people. 
Second, the host should pour the glasses clockwise.  

As a guest, he or she is required to hold up the glass and stand up to express his sincere thanks 
to hosts. When a man proposes a toast, his right hand holds the tumbler and left hand sustains 
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the bottom of it. The height of the glass should be equal to that of his eyes. Traditionally, people 
will swallow the liquor after touching the glass.  

2.2.2. Object Language 

As a form of nonverbal communication, object language includes all intentional and 
unintentional displays of material, such as dress, hairstyle, clothing, accessories, etc. that have 
a certain influence on the communication effect. [4] Appearance plays an important role in 
interpersonal communication. When people first come into contact with strangers, the 
appearance is the first thing that comes into people`s eyes. A good appearance will give people 
a good impression, and appearance is usually used to judge the quality, character and taste of 
others. [5] One of the important ways for Chinese people to make friends is to invite friends to 
drink Bai Jiu. In China, most people drink when friends meet, the Chinese liquor is given more 
emotional color, and it is the hub connecting Chinese people's emotions. When communicating 
with others, people`s appearance, body odor, clothing, dress, including things they carry, will 
greatly affect their first impression.  

Impressions determine success or failure of a communication. Therefore, when drinking 
Chinese liquor on different occasions, people will choose suitable clothing to show respect and 
politeness to each other. For example, when attending business liquor banquets, Chinese 
people will choose more formal suits or dresses. While attending ordinary liquor banquets such 
as family liquor banquets, the requirements for clothing will be relatively less formal, and the 
main focus is on being clean and comfortable. If a person is sloppy when they first meet and 
drink, and don't pay attention to his appearance, the Chinese will think that person is impolite 
and refuse to make friends and drink with him. Of course, on some other occasions, when 
drinking Chines liquor with close friends, you can drink it openly and freely. 

On some drinking occasions, clothing can also reveal the identity of a person. For example, in 
Lu Xun's works, the customers who stand by the cabinet in the hotel in Lu zhen, buy a bowl of 
liquor and drink hotly, are mostly poor people in short clothes. At a wedding banquet, the 
groom and the bride will wear grand dresses, and the dressing style and color chosen by the 
guests participating in the wedding banquet will avoid being similar to the bride and groom in 
order to show different identities between hosts and guests at the wedding banquet. What`s 
more, China is a multi-ethnic country, most ethnic groups have their own distinctive costumes 
in drinking. Different ethnic groups will wear their own ethnic costumes during festivals or on 
important occasions to entertain friends. 

In some important occasions for drinking Chinese liquor, Chinese people will pay great 
attention to the choice of accessories, because accessories can often show a person's identity 
and taste. When attending some formal and important banquets, some men will choose to bring 
a watch, while most women will choose the exquisite bags to attend the Chinese liquor banquets. 
In some ethnic minority areas, people wear special accessories or bring particular items with 
national characteristics when drinking. For example, in Inner Mongolia, the Mongolian people 
are very particular about drinking. They have special drinking rituals and pay attention to the 
atmosphere when drinking. And they will send "Hada" to guests when they show respect and 
congratulations. Moreover, When drinking alcohol, Chinese generally avoid perfumes with a 
strong smell, as the strong smell of perfume masks the smell of the Chinese liquor. 

2.2.3. Environment language 

Seat arrangement is critical in Chinese drinking. “The host sits in the southeast performing his 
virtue; the guest sits in the northwest showing his right”. [2] This sentence is cited from the 
Book of Rites--Xiang Yin Jiu Yi ( the regulations of drinking in downtown). In the other famous 
book-- Historical Records written by Sima Qian who was born in Western Han Dynasty 
collected the detail of seats arrangements in the chapter called Banquet at Hong Men. “Xiang Yu 
and Xiang Bo sat facing east and Fan Zeng faced north. But Liu Bang and Zhang Liang’s seats 
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were not honorable”. [3] At present, the principle still works. The most significant table in a 
feast is set up in the middle of hall. If the guest is in higher position than host, he is qualified for 
sitting in the centre among the people. Besides, the closer they are to the host, the nobler they 
are. Moreover, the left seat is always superior to the right seat. 

3. Conclusion 

The non-verbal behaviors of Chinese liquor culture has its own characteristics because of the 
different natural and national environment. Therefore, studying the non-verbal behavior of 
Chinese liquor is not only helpful to understand the different, rich and colorful multiculturalism 
and national diversity behind liquor culture, but also helps to spread Chinese liquor culture to 
all parts of the world, enhance cultural exchanges and communication among various countries. 

Acknowledgments 

Fund Project: Research Center for International Transmission of Sichuan Liquor Culture --
Research on Nonverbal Behaviors of Chinese Liquor Culture from the Perspective of Cross-
cultural Communication (CJCB2020-03). 

References 

[1] Xu Shaohua: Fifty Years’ Research on China Culture of Alcoholic Beverages, Brewery Technology, 
Vol. 20 (1999) No. 6, p.15-18. (In Chinese) 

[2] M.A. James Legge, Ma Jizhao and Li Liwei:Books of Rites(Zhong Zhou Gu Ji Press, China 2016), p.2-
25. 

[3] M.A. Sima Qian: Historic Records( Harbin Publishing House China 2017), p.105-107. 

[4] Gaofeng: Research on the Role of Object Language and Paralanguage in Intercultural 
Communication, Journal of Jilin Education Institute, Vol. 28 (2012) No. 2, p. 97-98. (In Chinese) 

[5] Wangyi: Research on Non-verbal Behavior in Shandong Wine Culture from the Cross-cultural 
Perspective, Zhuku Era, Vol. 227 (2020) No. 7, p.155-156. (In Chinese) 


