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ALCOHOL AND HARM TO OTHERS

Is the main alcohol problem drunkenness or alcoholism?
By Hans Olav Fekjær.

After the Second World War, increasing economic resources have been made available for alcohol treatment, education and research, especially in Northern Europe and North America. In spite of these costly efforts, the measurable problems have increased.

The increase in consumption and problems has often been attributed to increased spending power, urbanisation and modernisation. But all these factors were also strongly present in the preceding period, from the last part of the 19th century till the middle of the 20ieth century, when the struggle to reduce drinking problems was very successful.

In these two periods, the strategy for reducing alcohol harm was different. 

Since the 1950ies, the main focus has been on "alcoholism" and the harm which the drinker may inflict upon him- or herself. Towards the end of the 20ieth century came the "public health perspective", but the focus still remained on the drinker's risk for harming him- or herself. 

In this period, alcohol education has mainly warned that drinkers may be harmed and acquire problems themselves. Correspondingly, the key argument for alcohol policy has been to save the drinker from himself. 
The question is: Is this an effective legitimation of alcohol control policies?

In contrast, the successful struggle against alcohol harm in the late 1800s and early 1900s had its main focus on the concept "drunkenness" and the harm that drunk people inflicts upon other people, especially in the family. 

Both types of harm, to oneself and to others, have of course been realities all the time.  
But the choice of main focus has decisive consequences.
The international temperance movement did not gain its popularity as a popular movement to protect the drinkers' livers, but rather by being a movement to protect wives and children from reckless drunk behavior. 
With a parallel to the tobacco issue, we might say that "passive drinking" was the main impetus in the period when reducing alcohol consumption had a broad popular support in several countries.

Whether a specific human activity mainly is dangerous for the health and well-being of the individual him/herself or is troublesome and dangerous for other people has decisive consequences for the society's handling of the activity. 
This was already expressed in the French Declaration of Human Rights in 1789, which stated that "Liberty is the right to do anything that does not harm other people."

This common moral code may explain why the struggle to reduce smoking and drinking have had little effect in the periods when the emphasis has been on the danger of harming oneself. 
The struggle has been more effective when the emphasis has been on harming others. The political willingness to protect individuals against harassment and damage from others is far stronger than the wish to protect people against their own behavior.

In general, people tend to demand their right to take risks and live dangerously. Therefore, our society allows mountaineering, parachuting and other types of behavior that mainly imply risks for one self. On the other hand, weapons and motor car driving are strictly regulated because of the potential danger to other, inculpable individuals.

If the main problem from drinking is the drinker's potential harm to himself, the use may be seen as a personal issue, an activity with which the society is not necessarily entitled to interfere. Alcohol control policy may be seen as reflecting a nanny mentality.

But the individual's right to freedom does not include the right to inflict harm upon other people. If the most prevalent problem with alcohol use is inconsiderate and rude behavior, limiting the use is a very natural task for society.

What, then, are the most widespread and frequent problems from alcohol use?

The drinking's negative consequences for the drinkers' surroundings are a topic that has seldom been scrutinized by alcohol research. 
But let us look at some data from my country Norway. 
It is a country with 4.5 million inhabitants with moderate average alcohol consumption, but the drinking style is traditionally characterized by frequent drunkenness. 

The study reports that within one year, 40 % - 1 450 000 - adult Norwegians are harassed by the behavior of drunk people. We do not have numbers for children, but if children are included, the number will certainly exceed one and a half million persons. 
For many of these, the harassment is a limited problem, but everyone working in the health or social services have witnessed that several people are suffering badly.

The report tells us that women are more often harassed than men, especially in private homes. Each year, 47 000 women are physically hurt by a drunk person, and some 300 000 have been afraid of a drunk person in a public location.

The numbers indicate that for each Norwegian dying from drinking, approximately 100 people are physically hurt by a drunk person and ca. 15 000 - fifteen thousand - people harassed by drunk people. 

Thus, harm inflicted upon others is not merely a side problem, but the main problem related to alcohol use. This fact has largely been neglected during the recent decades.

It would be misleading to label this problem under "alcoholism", because most of the individuals showing inconsiderate drunk behavior are not daily drinkers. Only a tiny percentage of them ever enter alcoholism treatment. 
Struggling to reduce problems from drunkenness cannot be left to treatment agencies, but is obviously a task for the whole society, for the whole population.
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