
ALCOHOL, SOBRIETY AND DRUNKENNESS: DISCOURSES ON THE BOUNDARIES OF DRINKING IN THE 
19TH CENTURY POST-PARTITION POLAND  

 
The most common problem for food and drink researchers is falling into the trap of ahistoricism and 

applying today's standards to the past. However, already back in the 1980s. Jean-Louis Flandrin, considered a 
precursor of historical gastronomy, called for the necessity to recognize that food and cuisine are subject to 
many processes and changes. This applies both to the question of taste and the exclusiveness of given products, 
which change depending on the socio-cultural context. We assume, then, that both the state of sobriety and 
drunkenness are historically variable and perceived in different ways, not only over the period in question, but 
also in the context of what substance is classified as an intoxicant, who is considered to be sober/drunk and 
who makes such judgments. Assuming the changeability of these phenomena as well as the evolution of the 
definition of alcohol (food, medicine, intoxicant), we suppose that the intoxicating beverage was defined not 
so much by the amount of alcohol it contained, but by the way, quantity and context in which it was consumed, 
as well as by the intellectual, emotional and physical state of the person who drank it 

The project will be the first such Polish initiative to introduce a multidisciplinary research approach 
of food and drink studies to explore the boundaries between sobriety and drunkenness. The result will be the 
development of methodological tools integrating the currently dispersed approaches of sociology, history, 
anthropology and other disciplines. In this way, the project will provide a panoramic picture of the relationship 
between society and the stimulant. 

The objectives of his research project are: To investigate how the boundaries between excessive 
drinking and temperance are socially constructed, challenged and pushed under the influence of political, 
religious, cultural and scientific activity represented in discourses on drunkenness and sobriety; To understand 
where the problem lies with regard to excessive drinking, how are actions taken to solve it and what the results 
are: To examine how the individual's responsibility for the state of intoxication is determined and how it 
changes over time  

Drawing on the mass source material, with the use of appropriate tools and various methods in the 
field of food and drink studies, and the support of researchers of various specializations, we will have the 
opportunity to verify the hypotheses. Our first hypothesis assumes that in the in the 19th century post-partition 
Poland, there is a shift in the perception of excess alcohol consumption, which turns from a social norm into a 
national problem. Second: Thus, the boundaries between sobriety and drunkenness are subject to dynamic 
changes. The shifting of boundaries between the state of sobriety and drunkenness, accompanied by the 
emergence of double standards in the perception of a given state, results from economic, social, cultural and 
scientific changes during the research period. 

The aim of the project is to shift the focus of the discussion on drunkenness and sobriety from anecdotal 
history to a solid scientific debate. While research on the history of food, taste and cuisine has moved away 
from anecdotal history towards a deeper analysis of culinary discourse, research on culinary heritage and the 
study of the language of taste, this level of discussion is still difficult to achieve with regard to alcohol.  
 The project will provide a possibility to create a framework for research on alcohol and excessive 
drinking by combining various kinds of source and multidisciplinary methodology and will provide the 
commencement of holistic studies on drunkenness in the 19th  century. 
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