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SUMMARY

The research proposed here as a doctoral thesis aims to present and analyse the problems
of alcohol consumption in Romania and the most important elements in the field with which the
European states were confronted in this period. | have considered it necessary to provide an
overview of the alcohol-related problem in the most important European countries. The
experience some of them went through presented similarities to that recorded in the Romanian
space. Other elements were specific to each and every country and their presence confirms the
fact that local and national peculiarities may play a crucial role in addressing the alcohol-related
problems from each country. | have also deemed it necessary to describe certain aspects referring
to the fermented and distilled alcoholic beverages that were most widely used on our continent.
The phenomena that were specific to Romania were manifested in a European context from
which they cannot be excised. All these extremely interesting evolutions, with an economic,
political, social and medical impact, among others, have drawn my attention to issues related to
alcohol use and abuse in Romania, leading me to address this issue both in my BA dissertation
and, further on, in my MA studies.

The register of historical research on the topic of alcohol use and abuse unfolds like a fan,
covering the diverse issues that are approached, by establishing a fixed point of observation, i.e. a
precisely delineated space and historical time.

This paper is divided into two parts, each having several chapters and subchapters. Thus,
in the first part, |1 present the situation of the most important countries in terms of alcohol
consumption, the economic situation, the temperance movements, the mechanisms of control that
were applied to alcohol marketing and consumption, and the influences that some of these
countries exerted on the Romanian territory. In order to outline a general framework of alcohol

consumption in Romania and in the European countries, | have considered it necessary to
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introduce an expanded chapter providing the fundamental coordinates of the problem of alcoholic
beverages in Europe in the period under analysis.

My research aims to highlight the manner in which the legislation in each country, as well
as its evolution, has influenced the problem of alcohol and alcoholism. An analysis of the
evolution of Romanian legislation in the field until World War | may be more objective and
relevant if it is related to the experience of other European countries.

I have examined the norms related to the production of alcoholic beverages, the
promotion of some beverages at the expense of others, their taxation or supra-taxation, the
possible existence of a monopoly regime, the regulation of the means of transport, wholesale or
retail marketing, the restrictions on potential consumers, and so on. | have found that special
emphasis should be laid on the activity and goals of the temperance movements, as well as on the
regimes of partial or total prohibition existing at a particular time and in a particular European
country.

In the second part of the thesis, | present and analyse the situation of alcohol use and
abuse in Romania in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century. | have deemed it both
beneficial and necessary to structure this research thus because of the strong interferences
between some of these developments and the general European context. Industrialisation and the
rise of capitalist production offered, in Romania, too, the technical support for the rapid
expansion of industrial alcohol, which became increasingly well regulated and more affordable,
even for the income of the poorer population categories.

During the last decades of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, the
consumption of alcoholic beverages in Romania represented an important element in the
everyday life of a society in transition, which, through modernisation and industrialisation, left
behind the essentially rural and agricultural character of the previous decades.

The types of alcoholic beverages, their relative proportions and the global scale of
consumption are essential elements for understanding both the use and the abuse of alcohol in the
period examined here.

The range of beverages that were on the market or produced for individual use was
derived both from the traditions inherited from the previous periods and from the general trends
manifested in a European context. A country that abounds in hills and vineyards and orchards,

Romania continued, in the late nineteenth century, to be a consistent producer both of wines and



of distilled beverages derived from grapes, plums and other fruits. After 1870, plum brandy and
other liquors had to face the fierce competition of a market newcomer, brought to us by the
European developments and technological progress. Industrially manufactured alcohol (“spirits™),
produced in the so-called velnite or poverne (improvised distillation vats used in the rural areas),
brought the consumers in Romania the opportunity to drink increasingly cheaper beverages from
cereals, potatoes or beetroot, whose attractiveness increased. Liqueurs, brandies, rums produced
by adding various essences to industrial spirits disrupted and increased consumption on a
previously patriarchal market, in which “natural” drinks, usually prepared in artisanal manner,
had virtually had no competition.

This work aims to address this issue in order to provide an overview of alcohol
consumption during the period under study. The most frequently used drinks are investigated
separately, both in terms of the evolution of their production and consumption and insofar as their
diversity and quality problems are concerned.

Various assessments of the overall consumption reported in litres of pure alcohol/ year/
capita have been reviewed to highlight the fact that several sources indicate the top position
Romania occupied in this regard in the European context. With 9-12 litres of alcohol 100%/ year/
capita, Romania was one of the most “alcoholic” European countries in the late nineteenth and
the early twentieth century.

The Romanian system of marketing alcoholic beverages, both wholesale and retail,
specifically marked the structure and amplitude of consumption. For this reason, the research
undertaken here has approached, in a separate chapter, the problem and number of pubs,
analysing certain distinctive regional and urban-rural elements.

The health legislation on the production and marketing of alcoholic beverages has been
analysed separately, following their evolution in time and aspects relating to the practical
enforcement of these laws. | have considered it necessary to present the wide range of tampering
methods used for almost all the types of beverages.

The political factor had a very important role in the regulation of alcoholic beverages.
This should not be surprising given that about 10% of the state budget came from alcohol, while
the budgets of the rural and urban localities were even more dependent on taxes derived from the

alcohol trade.



An essential element in the landscape of alcohol consumption in Romania during the
period under review was the delivery system. Predominantly in the rural world, pubs played an
important role in terms of both the public consumption of alcohol and as a unique venue of
socialisation. Lacking alternatives, the peasants regarded pubs not only as the place where they
drank beverages of often questionable quality, but also as the centre of the village world which
was marked by deprivation, illiteracy and great sanitary deficiencies.

The last part of the thesis is dedicated to the transition from the use to the abuse of
alcoholic beverages. Alcoholism was a major public issue in the Old Kingdom, particularly
during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, amid the sharp rise in the production of
industrial alcohol and its becoming cheaper. From 1895-1900, Romania was placed on one of the
top places in Europe as regards consumption in litres of pure alcohol/ year/ capita. Several
personalities involved in that period in analysing this domain estimated that the annual alcohol
consumption in Romania was between 9-12 |/ capita.

Given this scale of public consumption, individual excesses were numerous. Some studies
of the time estimated that in 1900 the percentage of alcoholics represented at least 10% of the
population. Consumption was higher in the towns than in the countryside, but the rural
population was significantly more affected by alcoholism. Poorly nourished, keeping fast after
fast every year, with a very low access to health care, the rural world could easily fall prey to
alcohol abuse. Its association with other poverty-related diseases, such as pellagra and
tuberculosis, was common.

Faced with the extended phenomenon of alcoholism, the Romanian society initially
reacted through a part of the medical, political and journalistic elite. The resulting temperance
movement in Romania had an eminently secular character, the involvement of the Church being
more evident after the peasant uprisings of 1907.

A series of publications and several failed legislative initiatives preceded the
establishment, in Iasi in 1897, of the first national temperance structure, the National Anti-
Alcoholic League, whose main promoter was the politician A. C. Cuza. The league managed
primarily to draw the attention of the Romanian society to the serious problems alcohol abuse
entailed. The uninterrupted publication of the magazine Anti-Alcohol in Bucharest, under the
authority and with the support of Professor Mina Minovici, gave a new dimension to the

Romanian temperance movement.



As regards the working methodology underlying this research, what should be emphasised
is the use of both sources from that period and of later studies. In the period under review, there
were published a significant number of works on alcohol-related issues, which were approached
from several points of view. On the one hand, people with competence in this field, alerted by the
amplitude of the alcohol-consumption phenomenon in Romania, tried to provide as objective a
perspective on alcohol and alcoholism as possible.

The novelty of the theme has led to both published and unpublished sources being
subjected to the same rules subsumed to exploring the subject, which has been insufficiently
examined in Romanian historiography so far. Given that the subject was previously approached
only briefly, tangentially or through a few research undertakings focusing exclusive on this topic,
the published and unpublished sources reveal the diversity of the issue and of the discourses that
provided information on this subject in that period.

This research aims at charting the defining elements of alcohol use and abuse in Romania
in the period analysed by developing an integrated vision on the highly complex phenomenon
that the use of alcoholic beverages represented in society. The aforementioned distinctive
elements make it possible to outline an image of the Romanian society from a unique perspective
and to understand the interdependencies with the other European countries and cultural spaces.

The scale and complexity of the field make possible numerous sectorial in-depth analyses.
The economic, social, cultural and medical approaches have assisted, both conceptually and
statistically, in detailing the elements subsumed to the overall vision reflected in this research.

The selection of the time interval on which the research has focused is justified by the
independent elements it presents in terms of the phenomenon of alcohol consumption and
alcoholism. The analysis made against the background of the European context also proves
beneficial, given the influences and similarities it has highlighted. Romania’s belonging to the
general European space has also manifested insofar as the consumption of alcoholic beverages is
concerned, both as regards their typology and public image and as a problem generated by the

social imbalances their abuse produced.
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