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Sociocultural aspects of alcohol consumption

Robin Room

The historical rise and spread of drinking

Alcoholic drinks have been used by humans since prehistoric times. As European explorers and empires expanded across the world from 1500 to 1900, they found indigenous alcoholic drinks in all parts except Australasia, Oceania and North America roughly north of the US-Mexico border (2). In traditional and village societies, alcoholic drinks were produced by home or craft fermentation, in small batches; most was consumed close to where it was produced and soon after production as brewed drinks spoiled quickly. Production of the drinks depended, to a considerable extent, on the existence of an agricultural surplus. While men were the primary drinkers in many cultures, the producers were often women, which meant that women often had some control of their men’s drinking.
There were three main factors which transformed this situation. In the first place, the introduction of distillation meant that alcoholic drinks could be made and transported more cheaply and (as spirits or fortified wine) did not spoil. Distillation had made its way from Arabia to Europe by the Middle Ages, but it had been used primarily to produce medicines and it was not until about 1600 that spirits departed from the medicine cabinet and became used socially in daily life. Second, the industrial production of alcoholic drinks was an early step in the industrial revolution, meaning a wider and more consistent availability of cheaper alcoholic drinks. And third, the European expansion brought industrially-produced alcoholic drinks, notably spirits, to all parts of the world, with alcohol often a major trade item and inducement to labour.

In society after society, both in Europe and elsewhere, the availability of cheap spirits produced a slow-burning social crisis. In many places the results were substantial movements of social response and revitalization, reaching a crescendo in English-speaking and some other societies in the temperance movements of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These temperance movements had substantial and lasting effects on the cultural position of drinking, but much of their legacy was gradually shed in these countries from 1945 on, in an era of deregulation and free-market fervour. 

Use-values and the cultural position of alcoholic drinks: both physically and culturally determined
We can distinguish several different primary use-values for alcoholic drinks, based on their physical properties (4). In some societies, an alcoholic drink is defined as a foodstuff, and indeed opaque beer in Africa is a substantial source of nutrition in village societies. Another use-value is as a thirst-quenching drink. Third, alcoholic drinks are, of course, also psychoactive. They can be used in moderate quantities to alter mood. They can also be used in larger quantities when the drinker is seeking intoxication. Apart from alcohol’s physical properties, alcoholic drinks have also often been assigned strong cultural meanings and values – to give diverse examples, as a sacrament, as a source and occasion of stigma, and as a signal of commensality and fellowship. Many of these different aspects of alcohol’s meaning and value will be present in any particular culture, and drinking for any one purpose will tend to hold implications for the others. Reverently drinking up the left-over sacramental wine, or quenching thirst with beer, may have the side-effect of resulting in intoxication. 

Societies and cultures differ greatly in the cultural position of alcohol and its consumption. In some, such as Islamic societies, it is forbidden outright. In others, it is primarily associated with intoxication, and drinking is often heavily limited in terms of time, place, and who is permitted to drink. Quite commonly, children are forbidden access to alcohol and in many traditional societies drinking by women is also disapproved and quite rare. Contrary to the ubiquity of drinking in many rich societies and in media and advertising, the majority of adults in the world today are abstainers (5). 

There is a substantial literature on differences in the cultural position of alcohol (1). Discussions have often revolved around an idealised picture of what is known as ‘Mediterranean drinking’. Where alcohol use becomes a banal accompaniment of everyday life, its psychoactive nature may be muted; in southern European wine cultures, wine tends to be differentiated from intoxicating ‘alcohol’ and wine drinkers are expected to maintain the same comportment after drinking as before. 
Such a pattern is contrasted with various cultural patterns of intermittent use, for instance, at festivals or only on weekends, which incidentally minimize the build-up of tolerance to alcohol. It is in the context of such patterns that the greatest attention is likely to be paid to alcohol’s psychoactive properties. The drug may be understood by both the user and others as having taken over control of the user's behaviour, thus explaining otherwise unexpected behaviour, whether bad or good (6). Given the power attributed to the substance, access to it may be limited: in traditional societies, by sumptuary rules keyed to social differentiations; in industrial societies, by other forms of market restriction.

In industrial societies, a third pattern of use has become recognized: addicted or dependent use or alcoholism, marked by regular use, often of large doses (7). In this framing, addiction is defined as an individual failing rather than as a social pattern. While attention is paid to physical factors sustaining regular use, such as use to relieve withdrawal symptoms, most formulations of addiction focus on psychological aspects, including an apparent commitment to drug use to the exclusion of other activities and despite default of major social roles. An addiction concept thus also focuses on loss of normal self-control, but the emphasis is not so much on the immediate effects of the drug as on a repeated or continuing pattern of an apparent inability to control or refrain from use, despite adverse consequences.
Dimensions of diversity in drinking cultures XE "drinking cultures" 
Cultural and economic factors influence the relative dominance of different patterns of drinking in a society. The level and patterns of drinking is also influenced by the societal reactions to the problems associated with drinking. There are substantial adverse effects of drinking on those around the drinker (8), as well as on the drinker him/herself, and there is a substantial history of political and social efforts to diminish the harms from drinking, both by influencing the circumstances of drinking and through limiting the amount and permissible times and places of drinking (9). 

In considering the diversity of drinking cultures, the range of potential dimensions is quite large. One obvious dimension is the degree of regularity of drinking XE "frequency of drinking" . Along with regularity of drinking, there is a need for a differentiation on how widespread at least occasional intoxication XE "intoxication"  is in the culture (1).
Several more dimensions should probably be taken into account. One is the degree to which drinking and drunkenness are associated with violence XE "violence" . Parallel to this, and unexplored in the typological literature, is the degree to which drinking and drunkenness are culturally associated with sexuality XE "sexuality" . Another dimension has to do with the social definition of intoxication XE "intoxication" . There are cultural differences in ‘how drunk is drunk’ which relate to how intoxication fits with core cultural values. We may hypothesize that where trances and altered-consciousness experiences are valued, drinking to extreme intoxication, with radical changes from sober behaviour, will often be a goal for the drinker rather than an accidental misjudgement. Where drinking is a more common lubricant of everyday sociability, intoxication may be quite frequent, but it will be less extreme and less marked by a change in behaviour.

A further dimension for consideration is the relationship between heavy drinking groups and context XE "context  of drinking" s and the larger culture. To what extent are drinking and heavy drinking XE "heavy drinking"  reserved for particular social categories and circumstances, and how do they relate to the culture: as carriers of high prestige or of low? Along with who does the heavy drinking, there is the question of its context and relationship to other cultural elements: is heavy drinking hidden from daily and family life, entrenched within it, or not clearly differentiated from it?

As already noted, the two key dimensions for classifying the cultural position of drinking in societies are regularity of drinking XE "frequency of drinking"  and extent of intoxication. XE "intoxication"  In recent international epidemiological studies, a ‘hazardous drinking score’ has been developed, differentiating societies essentially on a dimension of what proportion of the alcohol consumed in the society is on occasions of intoxication (10). The dimension of regularity of drinking is related to the overall volume of drinking in the society, the other dimension used in current estimates of the contribution of alcohol to the burden of disease and disability in a society (5).
Between the culture and individual patterns: drinking customs

Drinking customs XE "drinking customs"  present an intermediate level of analysis between cultures and individual patterns of drinking. A culture can be described as being composed of an assortment of customs, some of them centred on drinking, some potentially including it, and others specifically excluding it. Over time, the mixture of customs in a culture may change and some customs or types of occasions may become more frequent. Customs exist above the individual level and their historical development can be traced, but drinking customs are not necessarily direct emanations of a culture as a whole.

Some drinking customs are intangible, part of everyday sociability; for instance, the custom in many cultures of informal ‘toasting XE "toasting" ’ -- making a gesture or speaking some verbal formula as an invitation to drink together. Others take on, or are associated with, institutional forms: in many cultures, there are places where people gather to drink, which we will refer to as pubs (public houses) XE "taverns" 

 XE "drinking places" , with recognizable spatial and architectural arrangements that are typical in the cultural setting.

T XE "drinking customs" here are three kinds of drinking custom which are very widespread, but which take on diverse typical forms in different cultures: (i) the drinking group XE "drinking groups"  and reciprocity customs within it; (ii) communal celebrations; and (iii) the pub or on-premises drinking shop. These by no means exhaust the inventory of drinking customs but they are exemplary of the range of widely diffused aspects of drinking culture.

The drinking group and reciprocity customs

In all societies, drinking is mainly a social activity. Even most of those who sometimes drink alone usually drink more often in groups. While drinking and intoxication affect the individual’s consciousness and body, they are thus intrinsically social activities, carried on in front of those with whom the drinker is drinking, and often also before an audience of those who are not part of the drinking group. In the context of the drinking group, drinking is a medium of solidarity and in a great many societies drinking together is a sign of mutual trust and status levelling. But the drinking group is also potentially a source of social division where others are excluded, whether explicitly or customarily, and by assumption.

The drinking group XE "drinking groups"  can function in almost any location XE "drinking places"  -- in someone’s home, on the street, out in the bush or countryside, or in a restaurant or pub. Typical locations of social drinking vary with the culture and physical circumstances. Half of the males in a Mexic XE "Mexico" an sample, for instance, reported that their last drinking occasion was in someone’s home, while this was true for only 20% of the male respondents in Zambia XE "Zambia" . Conversely, for 18% of males in Mexico, but 33% in Zambia, the last drinking occasion was in a pub (11).

Anthropological accounts from many cultures have emphasized the congruence of drinking with cultural values such as hospitality, kinship, and reciprocity XE "reciprocity"  (12, 13, 14). Even where alcohol was not present in the traditional culture, it has come to serve as a vehicle for the reciprocal relationships that the culture prescribes (15). An account of the drinking patterns of a group of regular customers at a village beer shop in Togo XE "Togo"  (16) typifies drinking group XE "drinking groups"  patterns in many societies, although the specifics of the reciprocity expectations and rituals will differ.

The solidarity of the drinking group is often to some extent in opposition to and at the expense of others in the society. Where drinking is primarily limited to men, the solidarity is among men, and the women may be and feel excluded from it (see 17, p. 199) XE "gender and drinking" . In Fiji XE "Fiji" , Walter (18) reports that drinking groups are primarily composed of young men who do not generally have a high status in the village; women who discover homebrew routinely put salt in it to ruin it; XE "women's control of men's drinking" 

 XE "youth drinking"  overnight drinking parties are carried on in the bush outside the village as initially, at least, there is ‘an exaggerated concern to keep quiet lest the party be exposed’. In other societies, those outside the drinking group may have less social power to act, but nevertheless harbour considerable resentment.

The customs of the drinking XE "drinking customs"  group often function to encourage or enforce drinking, even against the individual’s immediate desires. In many societies, games played in the context of the drinking group require further drinking as a reward or penalty. Customs of buying rounds, with their expectations of reciprocity XE "reciprocity" , tend to favour the pattern of the heaviest drinker in a group; other members of the group may fear being considered unsociable and ungenerous if they do not stay in the successions of drinking rounds to the end. An example from fieldwork in a Mongolian XE "Mongolians, Chinese"  community in China XE "China"  (19) describes vividly the pressures to drink within the drinking group. 

The choice of drinking or not is thus not solely an individual decision. In many contexts, rejecting a drink will be interpreted as indicating disrespect of the other participants or of important and even sacred communal rituals. Some forms of sociability around drinking actually enforce drinking in ways that may be dangerous.

Communal celebrations

From a sociological perspective, it is useful to distinguish between two types of communal celebrations as ‘time out’ from normal activities, and often from normal rules of behaviour. XE "festival drinking"  In carnival-type celebrations roles and power relationships blur, vanish, or are even reversed (20), whereas fiesta-type celebrations express fraternization and affirmation of roles. In the following, our focus is on fiesta drinking.

A fiesta lasts at least a day and more usually several days. Fiestas are normally scheduled in terms of particular seasons or dates: at harvest time, when a local market meets, on a special occasion in a religious calendar, around a national anniversary date. They may mark significant life transitions for individuals in the locality, notably a local marriage.

In most societies, drinking, often heavy drinking XE "heavy drinking"  has been at least an accompaniment of fiesta-type celebrations and often at the heart of them. XE "festival drinking"  The alternative state of consciousness of intoxication is both a symbol for and a means of casting aside everyday concerns and rules. Eber’s account (21) of the fiesta in a town in the Highlands of Chiapas XE "Chiapas, Mexico"  in Mexico XE "Mexico"  underlines the involvement of alcohol not just in the general celebrations but also in the communal ritual of the occasion.

In village societies with fiesta traditions, it has been quite common for drinking to be primarily associated with the fiestas. Fiesta drunkenness in the past may have been the only occasions of drinking, at least for poorer members of the community. Now the fiesta drunkenness may commonly be just part of a drinking repertoire including other, more regular patterns of drinking. XE "festival drinking" 
In many developed societies, part of the process of industrialization was a long fight against popular traditions of the fiesta, which were seen as threatening not only public order but also productivity. The jocular expression among British labourers, ‘Saint Monday’, expressed the pre-industrial reality that Monday was often taken as an unofficial holiday to rest up from the drinking of the weekend. Slowly, in many parts of Europe, the old traditions of markets and fairs as local fiestas were repressed in the interests of a ‘rationalization of leisure’ (22). In Chiapas XE "Chiapas, Mexico"  too, Eber reports (21, p. 99), the tradition of drinking at fiestas has been challenged, although not the holding of the fiesta itself. The candidate for president of a neighbouring town had ‘led a vigorous prohibition XE "prohibition"  campaign, arguing that [the people] could move out of poverty if they would stop drinking rum. He won the people over and enacted a ‘dry’ law when he took office’. At the fiesta there, ‘the town centre was full of people drinking sodas and fruit-flavoured drinks; however, not everyone was sober’. Drinking, though probably less than before, still went on at stands on the outskirts of town.

The pub
Csikszentmihalyi (23) describes in detail three different types of traditional drinking-places in European cultures: the open and airy wine shop in Mediterranean cultures, XE "southern Europe"  with drinkers sitting in small groups around tables; the huge, darkened beer halls XE "beer halls"  of Germany XE "Germany"  and Austria XE "Austria" , with long parallel tables flanked by benches; and the stand-up bar of the English pub, with drinkers standing in a line. XE "Great Britain"  The range of variation in drinking-places in a wider global perspective is even greater (24). Our primary focus here is on places it is possible to buy and consume alcoholic drinks in a glass, mug, bottle, or other open container without having a meal. This excludes places which are primarily for eating, even if  drinks can be consumed along with the meal, and places which sell alcoholic drinks only for consumption elsewhere. In practice in many societies, these categories are often not so clearly differentiated, despite any precision in the regulatory definitions. And places that are primarily pubs often sell a variety of other goods as well.

As places of ‘public accommodation’, pubs XE "taverns"  are natural meeting-places, and frequently have a variety of functions besides serving drinks. With their wide range of connections with drinkers in the community, pub landlords are often politically well-connected and may become involved in politics themselves.

In most developing societies, pubs are primarily male-dominated spaces, in part simply reflecting the clientele. But as places of public accommodation, they are also commonly meeting places for those with romantic and sexual relationships in mind. Given that many cultures make a strong association between drinking and sexuality XE "sexuality" , particularly with regard to women (25), drinking in pubs sometimes casts questions on a woman’s social standing. In quite a few societies it would traditionally put her outside the pale of respectability. XE "gender roles"  On the other hand, particularly in eastern and southern Africa, where making the traditional drinks has been women’s work, keeping a pub, official or unofficial (a ‘shebeen’), has been a major source of employment and support for widowed women and mothers (26). XE "women as brewers" 

 XE "women as heads of families"  Increasing competition from commercially produced drinks, often sold by politically-connected male pub landlords, has threatened this traditional source of support for female-headed households (27).

Besides any pressure the drinker may feel from members of the drinking group, there is a built-in extra source of pressure for more drinking in the pub XE "taverns" 

 XE "drinking places"  -- the drinks he or she buys essentially pay the rent for the public accommodation that the drinker is occupying and using. Normally, there is no charge for occupying the space per se; instead, the pub landlord expects to earn the overhead costs and a profit from the drinks the drinker buys. The pub drinker who does not keep up the expected drinking pace may come under various subtle or open pressures to ‘drink up’.

Over the years, governments in many places have sought to control or eliminate the pressures on the pub drinker to drink more. Governments often took over operation of pubs themselves, to remove the private profit interest in greater sales. XE "alcohol monopolies"  With a mixture of this motive and a concern for social control of the black population XE "social control" , European-controlled governments all over southern Africa XE "Africa"  set up municipal beer halls XE "beer halls"  in the early 1900s XE "colonial era"  as the main legal venue for drinking by the black working class (28, 29). While it can be argued that the halls did alleviate some problems from drinking, it is clear from the subsequent experience that governments themselves are not immune to the desire to profit by increasing sales (30).

Conclusion
Consuming alcoholic drinks is inescapably a personal behaviour, but the behaviour is influenced at multiple levels by social context, culture, and society. The decision to drink is not necessarily personal; customs such as round-buying or toasting may dictate drinking regardless of personal preference. Social and cultural factors at many levels influence when and how much a person drinks:  examples of such factors include differential expectations about drinking by gender, age, and social position; the position of the drinker’s ethnic identification in the larger society; the habits and expectations of the drinking group; and the intertwining of drinking and courtship customs. Social, cultural, and societal reactions to the drinker are also important both in shaping drinking practices and in determining what happens next -- whether and how much trouble results from the drinking event, whether the drinker is praised or stigmatized. To focus only on the physical effects of alcohol in the body, on genetic factors, or on attributes of the individual drinker, is to miss the inescapably social nature of most drinking behaviour, and the interpersonal and cultural mechanisms which strongly influence both the behaviour and its consequences. 
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