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THE ORIGINS AND APPLICATION OF THE WET-DRY DISTINCTION


The distinction between ”dry” and “wet” arose originally in the context of the long US political contest over temperance and Prohibition, to describe voting patterns on the issue. In this context, it was recognised that attitude and behaviour were not necessarily always in agreement: it was common to talk of those who were “drinking wet but voting dry”.  “Dry” came to be used also to describe areas of the US – states or counties or other political divisions – which retained local prohibition after national alcohol prohibition was abandoned.    

The distinction was applied considerably more broadly as the Alcohol Research Group in Berkeley began to look at differences in what I would now call the cultural position of alcohol.  Initially, our focus was still on distinctions within the US.  We noted that the votes by region to repeal Prohibition in 1933 mapped quite closely onto the proportion of adults who were abstainers in 1964, and the proportion who responded “nothing” when asked what were the good things which could be said about drinking (Cahalan and Room, 1974).   The sharp cultural divide by geography in the US in the Prohibition period was still there in the 1960s, supported by religious and other regional differences (Nusbaumer, 1981).  In terms of the proportion of adults who are abstainers, the divide in fact remains in place in the US today (Kerr, 2010), whereas in other English-speaking and European countries where adult abstention was common, rates have drastically decreased since the 1950s. 

Analysis in the 1960s and 1970s noted that there were a number of other contrasts between “wet” and “dry” regions.  The dominant pattern of heavy drinking in dry areas tended to be “infrequent very heavy drinking”; in wet areas, “frequent fairly heavy”. Violence and social disruption from drinking were characteristic alcohol problems in dry areas; cirrhosis and other alcohol-related  chronic illness in wet areas (Room & Mitchell, 1972).  Contrasts in this manner were applied not only within the US, but also within the Nordic area, contrasting Denmark and Finland (Christie, 1965), and more broadly across Europe – particularly contrasting the wine cultures of southern Europe with northern Europe (e.g., Sulkunen, 1976).  At a more general cultural level, an international study reframed the distinction in terms of a continuum between the complete integration of alcohol into daily life “as a consumer commodity like any other” and its marginalization as an especially powerful and hazardous commodity, “singled out from ordinary commerce for special treatment” (Mäkelä et al, 1981:95).
Even prior to these comparisons, there had been attention to the historical dynamics which brought about the contrast.  America sociologists of the “wet” generations of the 1940s and 1950s (Room, 1991) – members of middle-class generations which had revolted against the ideas of the temperance movement  --   laid the blame for a presumptively high US rate of “alcoholism” at the feet of the temperance movement, which was seen as the creator of a cultural “ambivalence” about alcohol (Room, 1976). Nils Christie, on the other hand, saw the causal arrow as pointing in the opposite direction: “A drinking culture with a large degree of highly visible, nonbeneficial effects of alcohol consumption leads to a strict system of control”. However, Christie acknowledged the likelihood of feedback mechanisms:  “but also, the system of control influences visible problems – sometimes probably in the direction of increasing them” (Christie, 1965). As work on alcohol history in Europe and European settler societies has proceeded, it has become clear that temperance movements in English-speaking countries and in northern Europe were in fact a response to very severe problems, often exacerbated by the laissez-faire policies of governments of the time (e.g., Nicholls, 2009).  


Recent work suggests that there has been considerable blurring of the dichotomy between wet and dry in the US (Kerr, 2010). Within Europe, also, there have been dramatic convergences in some indicators, notably in per-capita consumption, as consumption levels in wine cultures of southern Europe have declined and in the Nordic countries have increased.  Thirty years ago it would have been hard to believe that Finns would now be drinking more than Italians.  In this context, it has been concluded that “the label ‘dry’ or ‘wet’ makes less sense as the per-capita levels converge” (Room & Mäkelä, 2000).  
Nevertheless, some traditional differences between different parts of Europe remain, though cross-European comparisons pose many puzzles (e.g., Room & Bullock, 2002; Room, 2007).  Heavy-drinking occasions account for a greater portion of all consumption in southern Europe than in northern (Leifman, 2002).  Perhaps partly reflecting this, there still seems to be a stronger relationship of drinking with violence in northern Europe (Norström, 2002).  The “dream of a better society” which has shifted to Mediterranean drinking patterns, avidly pursued in Nordic and English-speaking countries, remains elusive (Room, 1992), and the results of efforts to move in that direction have often been counterproductive (e.g., Plant and Plant, 2006).

YOUTH DRINKING CULTURES, DRINKING GENERATIONS AND GLOBALIZATION


It is clear that something has changed in youth drinking in a considerable part of Europe.  In the comparable school surveys of 15-16-year-olds in the ESPAD studies, Britain teenagers for several years have been at or near to top in rates of heavy drinking (Hibell et al., 2009), and there is evidence from other sources that in Britain the trouble from youth drinking has increased (Plant & Plant, 2006).  In Ireland and Denmark, too, there have been high rates of youth intoxication and some societal concerns about it. 

In southern Europe, there are recurrent worries that youth are shifting to “Nordic” or “Anglo-Saxon” styles of drinking.  The most obvious marker of a shift is a shift in youth preferences to beer and away from red wine.  A wine bar owner in Granada remarks that “my clients are getting older and older.... All the young kids seem to want is beer and Diet Coke” (Fotheringham, 2010).  But the worries extend beyond choice of beverage to drinking styles. Municipal authorities in much of Spain have worried about and tried to contain the youth custom of el botellón  – large noisy street parties consuming cheap wine mixed with Coca-Cola (Wikipedia, 2010; Baigorri et al., 2004).   Parisian students in their early 20s mostly classify themselves as “VSD” drinkers (Friday, Saturday, Sunday drinkers), and drink beer or white wine – drinking daily and drinking red wine are both regarded by them as signs of alcoholism – or, alternatively, dismissed as things their parents do (Freyssinet-Dominjon & Wagner, 2004).  Uniformly, teenagers in the traditional Southern European wine cultures included in ESPAD trends analyses (France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal) showed an increase in the proportion who reported drinking 5+ drinks on an occasion within the last 30 days, although they remain generally less willing than teenagers elsewhere in Europe to say they have been drunk in the last 12 months (Hibell et al., 2009:136, 73; Room, 2007).
There are many possible influences which can push amounts of drinking up or down, or affect patterns of drinking (Room et al., 2009). Any understanding we can gain of what lies behind the trends is at this point more a matter of hypotheses than of definitive analyses.  One factor to keep in mind is generational differentiation.   We know that historically there have been long waves of alcohol consumption (Mäkelä et al., 1981). In the societies with strong temperance movement histories, they have had a periodicity of about three generations.  In these societies, a generation reacts against the high rates of alcohol problems they see around them. Two generations later, it is not obvious what all the fuss was about.  The laws and institutions left behind by the societal reaction seem obsolete and pointless, and a “wet generation” reacts against them (Room, 1984).  Rates of alcohol problems accordingly rise.  
The dynamic may be different in wine cultures, but there seem also to be waves of consumption there.  In France, alcohol consumption rose in the second half of the 1800s partly as a result of changing social conditions and partly as a recurrent reaction against right-wing governments, which tended to see drinking-places as breeding-grounds for revolution. This dynamic resulted in a sustained peak in alcohol consumption which only began a long fall in the late 1950s (Prestwich, 1988; Barrows, 1991; Arppe, 1998).  An Italian group (Allaman & Beccaria, 2008) has charted and sought to explain the long fall which began in Italy in the 1970s.  As the Parisian “VSD” students are telling us, these shifts in a culture are often expressed in generational terms: one generation is critical of its parents’ lifestyle, including their drinking habits.  It seems likely that the shift by youth in southern Europe from red wine to beer is in part a marker of generational differentiation.

Another potential factor is the influence of youth tourism in a globalized age.  This can push in both directions. Local youth may get caught up in the glamour of cosmopolitan youth visitors, and adopt their customs – or that at least is a common interpretation (Squires, 2009). On the other hand, the locals – even the local youth -- may find the behaviour repellent: in the era of budget-price flights, the misbehaviour of young British tourists has become notorious all over Europe (Blake, 2009).  The tourists are themselves very likely to be drinking more than at home, presenting an exaggerated picture of their usual drinking customs.  On the other hand, the influence may be on the tourist, from customs in the locality the tourist is visiting.  While these varied types of influence receive considerable media discussion, the research literature on alcohol and tourism is not well developed (Lee, 2001). 

Youth tourism is a specific facet of the more general phenomenon of globalization, which is expressed in many ways relevant to drinking patterns and cultures – in terms of the diffusion of products, of behaviours, and of cultural meanings.   The easiest of these to track, perhaps, is the diffusion of products. Thirty years ago, a process of homogenization of beverage choices – of beer and wine making inroads into spirits cultures, of wine moving into beer cultures, and so on – was already under way in Europe (Sulkunen, 1976).  The process has continued in many parts of Europe. It is not only that the share of beer in all alcohol consumed has risen in southern Europe; Sweden, which was a “spirits culture”, became a “beer culture” and is now a “wine culture”, in terms of the beverage which accounts for the largest share of all alcohol. One set of factors in the gradual homogenization have been the norms and enforcement of the EU’s single market, which are much more sceptical about any more favourable arrangement for a domestically-produced product than for one which is imported.  
Trends in European alcohol consumption have also been pushed along by advertising and other promotional efforts of the alcohol industries.  In general, alcohol industries bulk large in Europe, and the European drinker is a very important customer for them.  The two largest global spirits companies, together controlling about 20% of the spirits sold around the world (almost half of the premium branded spirits), are headquartered in Europe, as are the four largest beer companies, accounting for 54% of globally-branded beer (Jernigan, in press).  While the wine industry is less concentrated, Europe produces 71% of the world’s wine (and consumes 68%).  These statistics underline the economic importance of the alcohol industries in Europe, and hint at their ability to influence policy, even in the face of evidence which goes against their preferred direction (Gordon & Anderson, in press).  
From the point of view of alcohol producers and sellers, young drinkers are a crucial market, in terms both of their immediate consumption and of establishing a longer-term connection.   A growing tradition of longitudinal studies of teenagers examining the effects of their exposure to alcohol advertising and other promotion has shown clear effects on their drinking, and it is good to see that the current AMPHORA project includes a study in this tradition in four European countries with diverse drinking cultures (de Bruijn et al., in press), as well as a more phenomenological study of what meaning and sense teenagers in five countries attach to beer advertisements (Hellman et al., in press).

CONCLUSION

Within Europe, much attention is understandably given to cultural differences in drinking, but it is worth keeping in mind that, in a global perspective, all of Europe is quite “wet” – consuming more alcohol per capita than other world region (Rehm et al., in press).  In nearly every European country, most adults become at least occasional drinkers, while drinking is a minority behaviour among all adults in the world. 
The picture for Europe as a whole has been of substantial homogenization in drinking practices over a period of decades. Among young people in a shorter timespan, however, the picture is not so clear.  In the ESPAD comparisons of 2004 with 2007, there seems to be little relation between the proportion of teenagers in a country who reported drinking 5+ drinks and whether the proportion went up or down. The proportions drinking wine were generally down, but this seems if anything to have been less true in traditionally wine-drinking societies (Hibell et al., 2009:136, 134).

We have outlined three potential types of factor affecting trends in youth drinking.  One is the internal dynamics of cultural politics in a society, which is often expressed dialectically in action and reaction, stretching across generations.  Generational reaction against behavioural and consumption styles which are seen as old-fashioned can push a rising generation in a direction which is defined against the predominant patterns of their parents and often their grandparents.  In the alcohol arena, this phenomenon seems to have been operating both in northern and in southern Europe in terms of beverage choice, and in terms of levels of drinking.  The dynamic has been facilitated with respect to beverage choice by EU single market norms. With respect to level of drinking, advertising and other promotion, as well as single market norms, would tend to push consumption upwards, but it should be noted that in the wine cultures these influences have not prevailed against downward pressures from other factors. 

The second type of factor has been the globalization of youth culture, including the specific vector of youth tourism.  This area has been much discussed but little studied concerning alcohol.  It is unclear whether there would be difference in the effects of this factor in different parts of Europe.  It would be good to have some studies in this area.

The third type of factor is the influence of the globalized alcohol industries and of the advertising and other promotion which they sponsor. Restrictions on alcohol advertising and promotion tend to be strong north of the Baltic, but only in a few places elsewhere in Europe (Karlsson & Österberg, 2007), so industry influence tends to have more scope for influence in central and southern Europe.   But I know of no comparative information on the extent of actual influence on young people’s drinking in different parts of Europe.  Again, this area needs research.

In the context of European youth drinking cultures, it makes little sense any more to make distinctions in terms of “dry” and “wet”.  One main distinction which clearly appears in data such as the ESPAD surveys is in terms of the proportion of drinking occasions which involve relatively heavy drinking.  The proportion is lower among teenagers from the wine cultures of southern Europe, which primarily reflects that, besides their heavier drinking occasions, they also have drinking occasions with smaller amounts of drinking.   Another distinction is that, while wine-culture teenagers are not much less likely to report drinking 5+ drinks on an occasion, they are considerably less likely to report getting drunk.   This may reflect one or more of three factors.  Teenagers in the rest of Europe who drink 5 or more drinks may in fact on average be drinking considerably larger amounts on their 5+ occasions than southern European teenagers. Northern European teenagers may have higher expectancies of disinhibition for a given amount of drinking (Room, 2001), and may act accordingly.   Or southern European teenagers may define “drunk” in more extreme and deviant terms than teenagers elsewhere in Europe.   Only fragmentary evidence seems to be available to choose between these hypotheses, and the results are inconclusive (Room & Bullock, 2002; Room, 2007:31).  In any case, it seems that the clearest distinction to be made between European youth drinking cultures may be in terms of how intoxication is defined and the extent to which it is valued or disvalued. 
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