In praise of beer

I have chosen to give my lecture in praise of beer because it has been comparatively neglected as an element in the story of the development of modern society. I believe that I can use beer as the peg on which to hang my lecture because changes in the production, marketing and consumption of beer, in the course of the modernisation of Britain, can help to explain both what we mean by the modern, and some aspects of why that era of modernity is sometimes seen as being superseded by postmodernity. Sociology was formulated as an intellectual project during the nineteenth century as part of the seismic transformations of the emergence of the modern world. Now, when that era is arguably unravelling, the nature of this continued intellectual project is particularly uncertain.

……

In a brief review of the history of the cultural organisation of beer-drinking, I shall point to four phases. The first, which I call local consumption, lies at the phase of urbanisation when a new popular culture was being forged. In early-modern Britain, the rudiments of a commercial popular culture based on the pub, the fair, chap-book literature, and rude sports between humans and between their pets and other animals was established. It has been one of the staple themes of the social history of modernisation since Edward Thompson's pioneer work, that the established forms of this culture were fractured by a new language and consciousness of social class and by increasingly polarised social conflict.

It is in this context that huge numbers of drinking places sprang up in the new estates of urbanising British cities. Necessarily local, these pubs, bars, gaffs acted as a focus for all sorts of leisure activities. The beer might be brewed on the premises or supplied by a local brewery; neighbours might bring their food to be cooked; and customers would gather to share newspapers, sing songs and dance and discuss current events. It is no wonder that the easy camaraderie of these social centres, fuelled by large amounts of cheap, weak beer, were an offence to the moral improvers and social rationalists of the emergent urban-industrial order. It was widely felt by urban reformers that poverty, moral promiscuity, slack working habits and a lack of rational commitment to the possibilities offered by education and improvement could all be alleviated by weaning the working class from beer. The sale and consumption of beer therefore became matters for social control - part of the regulatory apparatus of the social order of a class society.

I have stressed beer, but, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, gin was seen as the more potent social menace and the term gin palaces, for certain more elaborate taverns, was coined. This may seem surprising because I think it has become common to use 'gin palace' to refer to those pubs built in the great phase of building in London and other main provincial cities in the last decades of the century. This takes us to the second phase of modernisation, when architecturally exuberant pubs redolent of wood, leather, cut glass and a multiplicity of lights and brilliant illuminations offered new standards of luxury to their urban customers. The development of these popular palaces, temples for beer, was an intrinsic part of the spectacularisation of urban entertainment. Particularly associated with city centres, but also strung out along the thoroughfares that linked the centre to new suburban estates, the pub as a palace was inseparable from a new thoroughly commercial leisure culture which also included music halls, department stores, seaside resorts and, very shortly, cinemas, which would in turn become palaces of the imagination.

The glamour of this urban leisure culture should not deflect attention from beer as the occasion for social controversy and conflict. There were a succession of Parliamentary measures designed to control hours of sale, restrict the use of pubs for singing and dancing and, in the First World War, to control the reciprocity of rounds of drinks. Control of working class leisure was not just directed from above. Within the class itself, people were acutely aware of the costs of drink. I come from a family where my grandparents on both sides knew from personal experience how the male bread-winner's taste for beer could be a crucial factor in undercutting hard-won respectability and threatening uncontrollable poverty. As a terrified consequence, both my parents signed the pledge of temperance in their youth and beer was certainly not seen by them as a celebration of a class culture.

The development of the brewing industry at this time took capital for investment, modernisation and advertising, and capital was therefore the motor that shaped the emergence of beer as big business. Individual and small local brewers could not in general survive in this climate. Brewers sought to stabilise their market by owning chains of pubs or tying outlets to them in a variety of ways. There was the emergence of a national market with, for example, the brewers of Burton beers invading the London trade with their distinctive ales from the Trent. The Irish brewer Guinness, always unique in not owning or tying pubs on the mainland, established itself as a national supplier of a type of beer - a process helped by the shortages of the First World War and the development of aggressive advertising campaigns. Beer, in short, became a modern commercial product linked to national politics through the brewers' association with the Conservative Party, and to local politics through each town's brewer's prominence as both employer and supplier of a distinctive leisure culture through both their beer and for example links to the local football club.

Even in this modern phase, though, beer retained a distinctive local character. It was not only the product of local brewing customs and supplies but was subject to deterioration through the weather, bad cellaring or other aspects of poor treatment in the house. It is perhaps unsurprising then that the third phase of this story, which I shall call the phase of high modern rationalisation, concerns the attempts by the brewers in the second half of this century to standardise the product. Rationalisation took two forms. The first was a rapid concentration of the brewing industry in a small number of firms who dominated through their control of production and distribution; while the second form of rationalisation used the pasteurisation of beer to develop standardised products that have a bland uniformity. In relation to the first, large corporations swallowed thousands of their cousins both for their market share and for control of the outlets they owned. An astonishing restraint of trade that has recently been successfully defended against anti-monopolistic attempts to get the industry to sever production and retailing.

Both modes of rationalisation discarded the local character of the taste of beer. In place of the wide variety of tastes and textures that had survived, the brewers sought to substitute increasingly nationally available anonymous drinks. Consistent with other aspects of the rationalisation of local culture, such as the development of national and global fast-food outlets, the brewers sought the advantages of efficiency, predictability, calculability and control. In effect, the process involved a massive de-skilling in terms of both the making of beer and crucially its selling. Publicans no longer needed the craft skills of massaging and nurturing their beer, and instead they could be replaced by entertainment managers. It is consistent with all these processes that there were determined attempts to change the marketing of beer away from traditional associations with class and gender towards a new youth and family-oriented leisure culture. Pub interiors were stripped out to be replaced by a modernist iconography expressed in the artificial fabrics and materials of technological development.

The process of rationalisation was, however, interrupted, as we all know, by a consumer revolt focussed by, but not entirely consisting of, the Campaign for Real Ale. Members of the Campaign sought out those pubs that still dispensed beer without reliance on chemicals, they encouraged and patronised local breweries that had survived the onslaught, and they publicised a sympathy for the variety of British beer-making styles. The Campaign was distinctive for a number of reasons, two of which I will mention now. The first is that it was an instance of a new form of social politics - the single issue campaign, and one that was particularly oriented towards consumer issues, environmental concerns and a rhetoric of authenticity and natural-ness. Although you might say its topic is more trivial, the Campaign for Real Ale is I believe consistent with other movements active at the same time such as the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and Friends of the Earth.

The second reason for being interested in CAMRA is that despite beer's traditional association with the working class, this was a middle class movement that sprang out of the suburbs. It was not for nothing that, as with members of the other movements I mentioned, the typical CAMRA enthusiast was bearded and dressed like a student. They were also, and unlike the other movements, typically male, a point to which I shall return. (I am aware that I should not keep referring to CAMRA in the past tense as it is still active, but I am mainly discussing what I think of as its revolutionary phase.) The character of the social constituency of the campaign doubtless underlay curious aspects of its cultural identity such as the performance of folk music and unremittingly awful renditions of so-called traditional jazz at beer festivals. These stabs at a complementary authenticity do however effectively display how beer is in this context being seen as a symbol of more wide-ranging concerns with life values.

I have referred a couple of times to authenticity and I think it is worth pausing briefly to consider the implications of this aspect. In the 1970s, it became possible to gradually change the expectations of at least a segment of the beer-drinking public. Beer was in a process of changing some of its symbolic meanings and thus able to be mobilised in a new form of cultural politics because it chimed with certain lifestyle concerns. This shift was, however, dependent upon more general changes in attitudes towards tradition and cultural history. In this respect, the changing attitudes towards beer were an inflection of, and inseparable from, a widespread search for symbols of more authentic experience.

Rather loftily perhaps, we usually think of the heritage industry as a new mode of leisure entertainment, in which the past is packaged in ways that romanticise the sense of integration in a vanished but still visible community. And it seems that the aspect of definable loss is a crucial element. Raymond Williams pointed out some years ago, that the countryside is always, and has been for centuries, something we have just lost; and in the same way family life is always something our parents knew. Although therefore it is true that the heritage industry peddles certain debased notions of authenticity, it has only been successful because as corporate enterprise it has addressed a more basic sense of loss. Stately homes and beefeatery have been complemented by an eager-ness amongst the liberal middle class to pursue their own versions of an authentic culture. Traditions have been invented, whether they are of home-made pasta, Irish folk music or the products of a small provincial brewery, in order to varnish the anonymity of mass society with the patina of historical dignity.

The consumer revolt against standardised, anonymous beers and associated gassy lagers has been remarkably successful. Of course, the majority of the beer sold is still not 'real' and the character of the youth market is consistently depressing. But the great majority of pubs, outside Northumberland, now offer some choice of real beer, and indeed in city centres, there are large numbers of pubs selling a constantly changing variety of British and imported beers. A revitalisation of the beer market that has been further stimulated by supermarkets and off-licences selling beers from across Europe and ranging as far afield as Mexico and Japan. The fourth and final phase of my story is then what I can call the postmodern phase. Perhaps most neatly symbolised by the development of theme pubs, such as some on the Quayside in Newcastle, where an extraordinary collection of memorabilia, symbols and references are thrown together in an arbitrary collage lacking any structure or form.

In the postmodern phase, the variety of beer is celebrated through the development of aesthetic discourses of discrimination and evaluation. But the aspect of locality becomes paradoxical, both an essential part of a beer's identity it is simultaneously irrelevant as the drink is sold globally. Beer has been literally deracinated, made rootless; it is a perfect instance of what a French social theorist has called a simulacrum of a simulacrum. Beer has become a sign which represents values such as identity, authenticity, tradition, but as a marketing ploy independent of the specificity of place. Friends in Frankfurt and Cinncinatti are as likely to discuss the virtues of Wadsworths 6X as the inhabitants of Dorset and Oxfordshire.

In this phase of its history, then, the meaning of beer has shifted from being primarily located in the character of class conflict and struggles to control popular leisure, to being an icon in the delineation of lifestyle values. (And I should note that the same effect has been achieved, although through different routes, for those two other markers of locality I mentioned initially - bread and cheese.) The ability to choose one's beer means that it is able to be fully incorporated in the dynamics of fashion that most fundamental motor of consumer culture. There are even now, as Saint Delia has recognised, designer beers. And thus the current profusion of beers both symbolises the cornucopia of consumer culture and a change in the discourses of identity from ethics to aesthetics. Beer, in consequence, perfectly illustrates the dialectical tensions in postmodern culture between the globalising tendencies of entertainment corporations to manipulate the market differentiations of taste and fashion, and the desire of local actors to exercise the discriminations of style and sensibility to articulate a constant investment of meaning in the aestheticisation of everyday life.

I am conscious of the danger of exaggerating the significance of beer. There are intrinsic limitations on its adaptability to lifestyle values. Although, as I have said, beer has lost much of its identification with a class culture, there are still strong but distinct echoes. Similarly, an enthusiasm for beer is, I am afraid, typically masculine. The culture of pubs is changing and they are not so unremittingly hostile to women but talking about beer is, I recognise, still like talking about cars. There is, more generally, something to the plenitude of beer - it is inherently excessive, a relic of the carnival - which is alien to the austere disciplines of health consciousness and the rigour of current moral orthodoxies over bodies and control. It is also apparent that the paradoxes of local cultural artefacts being infinitely available on a global stage are seemingly invisible and irrelevant to the young. One is uncomfortably aware that the search for special pints by the middle-aged is regarded with pitying condescension by one's children.

Beer is also resistant to full discursive elaboration because, unlike wine, it is difficult to identify distinctive growers or authors and there is not, in general, the variable of differentiation by vintage. Beer remains in these ways defiantly coarse. This is not to say, though, that it will be insignificant for the leisure corporations of the emerging European market. One of our local breweries, Scottish and Newcastle, illustrates at least two aspects of the future. On the one hand, they are still buying up and closing down local breweries while engaging in aggressive nostalgia marketing, in which they trumpet their commitment to invented traditions and a folksy authenticity. On the other hand, through their extensive collaboration with the local football team and Sir John Hall's ever-expanding dominance of sport as leisure, the brewery will become a major participant in European competitions which will transplant the locality into a new abstract cultural space. Beer is, in these ways, part of the superficial mythologies of global marketing, but one is also aware that micro-breweries are springing up all over this and other regions. New versions of craft skills and local variety are emerging to resist incorporation into the swamping maw of continental leisure enterprises.
