POLY DRUG USE
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T has often been suggested that of all recreational
drugs, alcohol — the Western world’s most common
legal drug — is amongst the most problematic
because it seems to be associated with violence
despite being legal and regulated by the state. No
matter what we think of its effects on society and
individual health, during the era of Prohibition in the
USA we learnt that trying to ban alcohol ‘drives it
underground’, encouraging criminality and layering
serious violence and murder on top of the petty
violence that has always been associated with it.

The traditional method of trying to control risky
activities by licensing them is now accepted as the
most sensible strategy. Many people now believe that
the same approach to other recreational drugs would
cut down the criminality associated with drug
distribution and allow the well-known health risks to
be approached in a more open and effective manner.

PUBLICDISORDER

The press and TV are full of stories about Britain’s
‘binge-drinking’ culture and how this is related to
violence and public disorder. However, the
relationship between alcohol and violence is a bit
more tricky than that: most people can get quite
happily drunk without causing too much trouble, but
the link between alcohol and violence still seems to
exist for some people in some situations.

For the police, it’s all about better regulation of
‘badly managed premises’. While I wouldn’t entirely
disagree that that is indeed a factor, it’s only one part
of a complex cluster of chemical, psychological,
situational, economic and cultural factors that need to
be looked at together. It’s too easy to blame violence
on alcohol or ‘binge-drinking’, and in many ways we
might be confusing causes with effects.

Research into the ‘night time economy’ conducted
by myself and Simon Winlow from the University of
York suggests that we might have to take a critical
look deep inside our own Anglo-American way of life
if we want to know what it is that fosters the
aggression that can so often burst out of its restraints
in a variety of situations.
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Booze
nation

Alcohol-induced violence and binge
drinking are more a product of
British culture and the
economy than the drug itself,
says Steve Hall

CHANGING ECONOMY
Since the 1980s, Britain and the USA have shifted from
being manufacturing nations to consumer/service
nations. That means that providing services to each
other and consumption has become the most important
way of making profits. Some economists are now
arguing that this ‘bubble-economy’, based on consumer
debt and the housing market, will not last long before it
bursts, but, at the moment, it’s very important to keep
legal commodities flowing as fast as possible, and
alcohol is a big earner with a big profit mark-up.

Old industrial cities have tried to ‘re-brand’;
themselves over the past 25 years in a competition to
attract business investment, young professionals and
students, and the night-time economy has become a big
attraction in that marketing exercise. The night-time
economy grew rapidly throughout the 1990s, and now
adds over £30 billion of profit to GDP each year.

What used to be called ‘pub-crawling’ in days of yore
has been re-branded as a ‘cultural leisure activity’. All
sorts of drinks and entertainment promotions have
abounded in the effort to make quick profits in this
expanded aspect of life by selling as much alcohol as
possible. If one factor outweighs the others as a cause
of ‘binge-drinking’, it’s probably the enormous
consumer pressure placed on young people — many of
whom do monotonous and excruciatingly boring
service-sector jobs — to drink and be merry in their
leisure time as much as possible.

CULTURALTRUTHS

If anyone has visited European cities, they will know
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that in many of them all-night drinking is the norm, yet
levels of violence tend to be much lower than in Britain,
and rates of both violence and murder are much lower
than in the USA. The same is true of Canada. We might
have to face the embarrassing fact here that there is
something intrinsically more aggressive in Anglo-
American culture than there is in European and
Canadian culture.

Our research tends to confirm this, and most young
men visit the night time economy with expectation of
encountering or witnessing violence quite frequently.
This puts many of them on constant ‘alert’, and
contributes to a climate of edginess and danger that has
probably always existed in Britain’s night-strips.
Europeans and Canadians are capable of ‘binging’ and
getting just as disgracefully pissed as Brits and
Americans, yet violence levels are considerably lower,
especially in the more serious forms of violence that
result in grievous injury.

Our research found that most of the ‘flashpoints’ for
violence are in fact outside of licensed premises; in the
street near night-club doors, in fast-food joints and in
taxi-ranks. After an often disappointing night out, in
which the partner of your dreams was not encountered
and your pockets were emptied of cash rather too
rapidly, people get frustrated waiting in queues as they
jostle for scarce food and transport, and trouble flares.
The owners of licensed premises are not responsible
for these locations, and therefore it becomes a policing
issue. The police should be putting more officers on
the streets between 9pm and 4am over the weekend.
However, in one city we studied, eight officers

were policing a night-strip that catered for up to
20,000 revellers.

Discussing the effects of various factors on alcohol
violence and ‘binge-drinking’ is not to underestimate the
serious health risks associated with excessive alcohol
intake, or to argue that addressing ‘binge-drinking’ and
reducing alcohol intake would not help to reduce
violence rates to some extent. It probably would, but
substantial reductions in interpersonal violence can only
be achieved if we move beyond the idea of the simple
‘chemical cause’ and address the other factors outlined
above. We think that psychological and situational
factors can be addressed if the political will is strong
enough. Families, schools and other institutions can help
to socialise young people — especially young men — that
little bit better, and night-strip flashpoints’ can be
improved by making food and transport more available
and increasing the woefully low police presence.
However it is our view that cultural and economic
factors are of paramount importance in creating —and of
changing — our climate of binge-drinking. M
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