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ORDER, ORDER

Andrea Wren looks back at the history of alcohol regulation in 
England, from the Middle Ages to the 21st century.
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History has a funny way of being ironic. 
Policy-makers today are in frequent 
debate around making alcohol more 
expensive in a bid to control its use. Back 
in the Middle Ages, however, the very 
first regulations around alcohol acted to 
make it cheaper, better quality and more 
accessible.

Simply, says James Nicholls, Senior 
Lecturer at Bath Spa University and 
author of The Politics of Alcohol: A History 
of the Drink Question in England, the 
aristocracy wanted to protect themselves 
from dodgy dealers of booze and stop 
the prolific over-charging that was taking 
place, and a national law from 1330 
demanded that ‘none be so hardy but to 
sell wines at a reasonable price’.

Now, there exist a plethora of 
regulations around alcohol sales, 
licensing and consumption control, 
but it was back in 1552 that the first 
proper licensing act was passed. The 
lengthier version of this act was ‘An 
Act for Keepers of Ale-houses to be 
Bound by Recognisances’, the less of a 
mouthful variant was the Ale Houses 
Act. Here, legislation sought to ensure 
that alehouses had a licence to sell 
drink, and other than that, there were 
few impositions (although in 1494, an 
act empowering local Justices to close 
alehouses was passed, to be enforced if 
alehouses were breaching the peace).

Until the first half of the 18th 
century, there followed a series of fairly 
unsuccessful acts, including one in 1606 
which banned selling to people when 
drunk. Nicholls remarks: “It’s interesting 
that attempting to control selling alcohol 
to people when drunk is something 
we’ve been trying to implement since 
1606 and still we are attempting to do 
this.” Let’s just give it another 400 years 
then, shall we?

One of the most important acts in 
the history of alcohol licensing was the 
1736 Gin Act, which was an attempt 
to make it harder to sell in a period 
known as the ‘gin craze’ (‘binge-drinking 
Britain’, it seems, is not the 21st century 
phenomenon we like to think it is). 
However, what is key about this act, says 
Nicholls, is that it was more about social 
snobbery, anxieties over class, and the 
protection of moral norms. 

“In the 18th century, everyone drank a 
lot, but gin was class-specific to the poor. 
It is tempting to describe the gin craze 
as a species of moral panic in which the 
activities of a specific social group, in 
this case the urban poor, and especially 

poor urban women, were identified in 
the mass media, such as it was, as the 
source of a moral threat. There was a 
huge campaign to prohibit the drinking 
of gin and the 1736 Act was disastrous. 
Even though gin-drinking had been 
falling previous to the prohibition, post-
prohibition, it went underground and 
worsened.”
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After subsequent unsuccessful gin acts, 
finally came the 1751 Act which, says 
Nicholls, “was a carefully-constructed 
piece of legislation designed not to 
reinforce gin’s outlaw status, but instead 
to drag it into the orbit of respectability”. 
The ‘gin craze’ began to peter out, and 
died off altogether a few years after.

Just over 70 years on, we see yet 
another example of something that 
didn’t work then, begging us to ask, 
why should it work now? The 1823 
Intermediate Beer Act was an attempt 
to tax weaker beer at a lower level, in 
a bid to encourage people to choose it 
over the hard stuff. It was unsuccessful 
back in the 1800s, and regardless of the 
Coalition’s latest alcohol tax review, 
it’s not likely to be different in 2011. As 
Nicholls says, “people don’t really want 
to drink weaker beer.”

Until the early 1800s though, pub 
drinking as we know it – cosy snugs, 
horse brasses and Bet Lynch – didn’t 
really exist. It was the 1830 Beer Act 
which liberalised the beer trade and 
opened up competition – as a result of 
the influence of the breweries – to see 
the beginnings of the Victorian pub. 
This act enabled beer houses who only 
wanted to sell beer, rather than spirits, to 
operate without a licence, having paid a 
fee to Customs and Excise. 

However, when World War One 
erupted in 1914 the government pulled 
the reigns tighter on alcohol use, worried 
that efficiency in the war effort would be 
affected if drinking was not controlled 
more. They wanted people like ship 
builders, for example, to stay sober on 
the job – up until this point, lunchtime 
drinking was prevalent among labourers. 

In 1915, under the direction of the 
then Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
Lloyd George, the Central Control Board 
(CCB) was established by government 
to manage the alcohol trade across 
most of the UK. “Existing restrictions on 
opening hours and Sunday trading were 
tightened, excise duties on beer and 
spirits were increased significantly, and 
the strengths of both were reduced,” says 
Nicholls. 

“Alcohol consumption fell 
dramatically over the course of the War, 
as did arrests for drunkenness. The CCB 
restricted access to alcohol, but also 
pro-actively encouraged responsible pub 
management. Wartime austerity may 
have been a factor, but so too was the 
enormous death toll among young men 
in battle.”

In the early sixties, though, along 
with free love, restrictions on the sale 
of alcohol loosened further and in 1961, 
off-licences were allowed to trade all day, 
enabling supermarkets also to sell more 
alcohol. By 1995, Sunday opening began 
under new trading laws and where we 
are today – following the Licensing Act 
2003 – is 24-hour opening and licensing. 
Though few on-licence premises 
are open 24 hours, certainly many 
supermarkets are from Monday through 
to Saturday. 

In 2011, much more alcohol is 
drunk at home than it ever was, says 
Nicholls, but also, in sharp contrast to 
the first laws insisting drink be sold at 
a ‘reasonable price’, organisations such 
as Alcohol Concern are campaigning 
for a higher, minimum price per unit, or 
increased taxation, on alcohol sold.

Historically, the regulation of alcohol 
in England has been steadily tightened 
over time, from a substance that was 
cheap and accessible, to one that has, 
until recently, become considerably more 
expensive and harder to get hold of. But 
the logical next step, prohibition, seems 
at present a policy that seems even more 
untenable than the legalisation of illegal 
drugs. 

n Andrea Wren is a freelance journalist


