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The use of al coholic beverages has been a
pecul i ar part of social science studies. During and
shortly after the Prohibition period it was mired in
the pros and cons of that sometines called "noble
experiment." There were some notabl e exceptions such
as works by Krout (1925) and Odegard (1928). These
gave way to nore scholarly work in Anerican history,
politics and sociology. As they did so they tended to
study al cohol drinking froma "problen perspective,
interested in legislation. Only recently have al coho
studi es begun to include the study of drinking and
its contexts as a part of Anerican popular culture;
of the uses of |eisure and of consunption. However it

is still the case, as | have witten el sewhere,
al t hough ny work has been on law and politics in re
alcohol, I amstill often referred to as an "expert

on al coholism"”

In this book, Andrew Barr presents the reader

wi th an account of drinking, not as a problem but as
a behavior; of what nmany Americans do and have done
since colonial eras. In doing so he also attenpts a
spirited (pun intended) defense of drinking. It is a
useful hook and a needed addition to the studi es now
on the shelves. But it too is its own problem Like
the girl with the curl in the niddle of her forehead,
when it is good, it is very, very good but when it is
bad it is horrid!

The book is divided into eight chapters,
i ncluding an introduction titled "Drink and Drugs" in
whi ch Barr gives nmuch space to a criticismof the
di sease theory of al coholism Then follow six
chapters in which various aspects of the history of
drinking in the United States are descri bed,
di scussed and docunented. Each chapter covers the
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entire range of Anerican historical periods. Chapter
1 details the transformation of British drinking
habits into Anerican ones, with enphasis on the
decline of wine drinking and rum Barr focuses here,
as he does throughout the volune, on the role of
climate, econom cs and technol ogy in producing
changes.

Chapter 2 is an account of Anerican eating
habits and their relation in drinking. Here, and in
Chapter 3 on gender differences, Barr finds a
significant relation to changes in eating out and
Ameri can drinking. Chapter 4 contains much usefu
i nformation on differences between beer, w ne and
spirits in American history. There is a very val uabl e
account of the ways in which beer and wine interests
sought to separate their industry fromspirits in an
effort to exenpt their product from being | abel ed
i ntoxicating. Chapter 5 is an analysis of efforts to
control drinking. Here Barr anal yzes Prohibition and
drinking-driving |laws. Chapter 6 is concerned with
al coholic drinking as contrasted with American
consunption of tea and coffee and with the
transformation in consunption fromrumto whi skey and
from whi skey to beer.

In the final chapter, "Conclusion: Socia
Drinking" Barr pulls together the general orientation
whi ch has been underlined in the previous chapters.
He is critical of the Anerican tendency to see
al cohol beverages as a problemrather than as
soci abl e conduct; to hurry through neals and fail to
substitute wine for other drink. In his conclusion,
Barr engages even nore fully in witing diatribe
rather than analysis. He is critical both here and in
earlier parts of the book of the Anmerican disposition
to restrict drinking--in hours of sales, in teenage
drinkers and otherwise to treat drinking as a flaw of
persons and events.
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Thr oughout the work Barr is given to shall ow
uses of materials, often substituting assertion for
analysis. His treatment of teenage drinking dwells

only on the civil liberties issue of age
di scrimnation, resulting in another diatribe against
the 21 age "line" for Iimts on sales. Wiile there is

validity to his argument it ignores the elenents of
aut o deaths that have given rise to the issue. He
neither deals with themnor attenpts to analyze their
factual base. This gives the reader a sense of
speci al pleading rather than wi se observation of the
total context.

A nunber of such exanpl es of worthy viewpoints
backed by dubi ous assertions and poor use of
materials mar his work. It begins in the first
chapter of which the following is an exanple of what
is repeatedly found in the volune. This is froma
di scussion of the disease theory of al coholism

Denial is not caused by the di sease of
al coholism it is denial of reality that causes
peopl e to become al coholics. (p. 26)

He seens either unaware or unconcerned that
there is a very vast literature on al coholism ending
in no consensus about causes. Nor does he reckon that
denial of reality is a conplex condition and may
characterize many people who do not becone
al cohol i cs.

I will cite two other egregi ous exanpl es of
assertion and diatribe that greatly weaken his clains
to scholarly accuracy. Scholars who have studied
Prohi bi ti on have pondered the question of its
effects. Barr is clear that it was a failure; that it
did not dimnish consunption; that it has caused
Americans to privatize drinking. He begins his
di scussion of Prohibition by witing, "The one thing
everybody knows about Prohibition is that it did not
wor k" (p.23). To support his claimthat it taught
respectabl e wonmen to drink he quotes an observer,
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Alice-Leone Mats. Wiy she is to be accorded any
greater powers of observation about American drinking
habits rather than others goes unstated. There is a
considerable literature on Prohibition, on the
varying definitions of "success," even on the matter
consunption. Barr uses only one source on that
conpl ex question - Rorabaugh's The Al coholic
Republic. He ignores the many limitations Rorabaugh
pl aced on such nmaterial, derived |argely from anot her
source that placed even greater limts. Qher
scholars find the outconmes of Prohibition on |ater
consunption less definitive and by no neans
supportive of Barr’s clains.

Thi s manner of using quotes from ambi guous
sources as evidence and ignoring the different sides
of an issue is followed nmuch too often in the book
Not unlike other witers, Barr seens to be taken by
the magic of print: whatever is witten is
necessarily correct. Al research is accorded the
sanme status, except where it seens to disagree with
his views, in which case, as in his discussion of the
Fetal Al cohol Syndrone, the studies are scrutinized
nore carefully. H's analytical tool is a sl edgehanmer
rat her than a scal pel

Yet there is much that is valuable, especially
on the transformati on of Anerican drinking habits and
uses. There is a huge set of references that is al one
worth the purchase of the book. The references
present an additional problem In place of
conventional footnotes there are sections at the back
of the book that refer to topics in a genera
par agraph. Thus one section has material on drinking
pl aces with a section on beer gardens that was
di scussed in the text. This seens to refer to a
specific and inportant study mentioned in the text
but whi ch and where, anong the references, it is to
be found is not given. It is very difficult to find
specific supports for specific assertions. The reader
has to guess which relate to what.
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A goodly amount of space is given to analysis
and criticismof American taste and uses of w ne. |
know little about Barr but that he published a book
entitl ed Wne Snobbery and, apparently, wites often
for w ne nagazi nes.

Books like Barr’'s are difficult for the reviewer
to assess in a scholarly journal such as this one.
G ven the copious and val uabl e notes and references
and the devel opnent of historical problenms it has
much significance. G ven the shall ow use of
materials, where | amfanmliar with them and the
di atri bes, even when | agree with them it |oses much
utility for the scholar. Should the reader interested
inthe topic read it or is it a waste of time? It
definitely should he read by scholars, but it should
be diluted with "rocks" of skepticismand garni shed
with a large slice of doubt.

Joseph Gusfield
Depart ment of Soci ol ogy
University of California, San Diego
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