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Abstract

Background: In recent years, English-speaking and Northern European alcohol researchers have turned a historical gaze

towards their subject, and in particular have explored how a medical view attempted to describe and explain phenomena such as
alcohol abuse and addiction. Although there was a heated and prolific debate in Italy in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
there are few historical studies of the first scholars’ thoughts on alcohol-related problems.

Aims: The article depicts how the Italian scientific community interpreted and explained alcohol-related concerns following the
emergence of the alcohol issue in the late 19th century. Specifically, the stances of the two main groups of scientists who dealt
with the issue, the Positive School of Criminology and Legal Socialism, are examined.

Method: The article is based on the materials collected by the Italian research group during a comparative study carried out as
part of the ALICE RAP project. More than 40 books and five scientific journals were consulted.

Results: Medical-related concerns were never predominant in the late 19th-century Italian debate on the alcohol question, but
were addressed in the broader discussion of criminality, where positivists’ and legal socialists’ perspectives both focused mainly

on social consequences, albeit with differing interpretations of causalities and remedies.

Sociologists have directed their attention to the history of
the concepts of alcohol abuse and addiction only in recent
years. A turning point in this field was Levine’s paper
“The Discovery of Addiction” (1978), where he analyzes
how the so-called disease model of alcohol addiction
changed thinking on alcohol-related problems in the late
18th and early 19th centuries®.

Scholars from temperance cultures, namely Nordic and
English-speaking societies, were the first to show interest
in the alcohol question (Levine, 1993). In the 18th century,
alcohol misuse and drunkenness became an object of study
with the establishment of alcohol-related questions on the
medical agenda (Room, 2006; Ruuska, 2013). However,
the first concerns were not about alcoholism, but were
associated with the threat that alcohol abuse posed to the

! The introduction by Barrows and Room (1991) is recommended
as further reading.

moral and social order (Ferentzy, 2001; Nicholls, 2008),
and physicians’ explanations were not focused only on the
patient’s body, but also investigated the socio-cultural
sphere (Ruuska, 2013).

But under the new bourgeois “gaze,” the center of social
control soon shifted to the individual (Foucault, 1965), a
phenomenon described as the “individualization of social
problems” (Conrad & Schneider, 1995, p. 222). In the
prevailing interpretation, alcoholism was “a progressive
disease—the chief symptom of which is loss of control
over drinking behavior, and whose only remedy is
abstinence from all alcoholic beverages” (Levine, 1978, p.
293). During the 19th century, the medical approach was
outlined ever more clearly in the writings of Trotter and
Huss (Ruuska, 2013), and the treatment of alcohol-related
problems was increasingly seen as falling within the
purview of doctors and medical institutions (Barrows &
Room, 1991).
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This article will present how the Italian scientific
community interpreted and explained the alcohol question
following its emergence in Italy in the late 19th century, a
century later than in Nordic and English-speaking societies.
We intend to extend Cottino’s analysis (1985a) on Positive
School theory to include the Legal Socialism perspective,
as these were the two main groups of scientists who studied
the alcohol question in this historical period.

Unlike much of the international literature, our paper does
not focus solely on how physicians faced alcohol-related
problems in the late 19th century, but on how the broader
scientific community understood the issue. We thus
include the points of view of criminal anthropologists,
sociologists and jurists, for two main reasons. First, a
previous article on the conceptualization of alcohol and
drug addictions among Italian scholars in those years found
that the different scientific disciplines had an important role
(Beccaria & Petrilli, submitted). Second, the hypothesis
driving this article is that the Italian debate was not
dominated by a medical perspective, that is, one focusing
on the consequences for individual health. Indeed, while
the Positive School stressed the legal issue because of its
concern with public order, Legal Socialism showed a social
interest in improving the living conditions of the
underprivileged. The debate between these two opposing
scientific views thus developed within the context of a
broader discussion on criminality

Methods

The article is based on the material collected in a
comparative historical study conducted as part of the
ALICE RAP project, covering more than 40 books and five
scientific journals (112 issues) published from 1860 to
1930 (Table 1).

Table 1

The scientific journals

Years of
Journal Issues publications
Archives of Criminal 50 1880-1930
Anthropology, Psychiatry, Forensic
Science and related Science
Experimental Journal of Psychiatry 31 1896-1930
and Forensic Science of the Mental
Alienation
Journal of Forensic Science 11 1894-1904
Journal of Forensic Science and 10 1897-1920
Medical Jurisprudence
Zacchia—Archives of Forensic, 10 1921-1930
Social and Criminological
Medicine

The journals that were selected were those that were most
complete in terms of issues and those that covered the
widest period. None were digitized, so every volume
index—and the subject index, when available—was
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searched manually to find material dealing with alcohol
topics. In selecting books, on the other hand, we started
collecting those dedicated solely to the alcohol question,
such as Colajanni (1887) and Zerboglio (1892). At the
same time, we culled the writings of the most important
scholars of the time who investigated the alcohol question
alongside other issues, such as Ferri (1895) and Lombroso
(1897). Lastly, we searched the bibliographies of the
journals and books we had selected to find other significant
texts that were not entirely devoted to the alcohol issue but
dealt with it, including Puccinotti (1856) and Morselli
(1900).

In analyzing the collected material, we first performed a
content analysis of the scientific journals to determine
when alcohol-related terms entered the academic debate
and how often they were used. In the second phase of the
investigation, books and journals were qualitatively
analyzed to identify the meanings of these terms.

Results

The Industrial Revolution’s Influence on Italian
Drinking

In reviewing the historical studies dealing with the genesis
of industrialization in Italy, Bonelli (1999) emphasized that
there are various outlooks on this matter. Romeo (1959)
saw 1880 as a crucial turning point on the path towards the
industrial economy, while Cafagna (1989) described Italian
industrial development as a pattern of fits and starts, in
several waves. Lastly, Romano (1991) considered what
happened in the late 19th century as preparation for the
country’s “real” industrialization in the 1960s.

As we have seen, it is difficult to determine exactly when
the industrial revolution began in Italy, though in any case,
it was later than other European nations (Hobsbawm,
1962). We can say, however, that there was a slow process
of change in the Italian economy from the late 18th century
to the first 80 years of the 19th century. This was the so-
called “agrarian-mercantile accumulation” phase (Bonelli,
1999), a period in which Italy began to export food and raw
materials, the first factories were established, and the
agriculture-manufacturing sector developed.

Italy’s unification in 1861 was one of the main forces in
modernizing the economy and society. The new
government managed to increase the economic impact of
agricultural exports through a liberal policy and by
extending public transport, and was able to channel
agricultural capital to other areas of the economy,
accelerating the processes of industrialization (Forgacs,
1990).

If we shift our attention from the structural dimension to
population conditions, the changes produced by
industrialization become dramatic. Besides encouraging
migration to North and South America, the European crisis
of the 1880s also resulted in migration within the country
towards the densely populated cities of the North (Morgan,




1988). As the overpopulation of these areas unbalanced the
labour market, employers could count on large pools of
underpaid workers, whose living standards were thus
miserable (Vecchi, 2011). At the same time, the national
debt grew, and new taxation to balance it increased the
discontent among the population (Lepre & Petraccone,
2008).

As had occurred earlier in the rest of Western world, where
a concern about alcohol abuse became one of the
characteristics that set industrialized societies apart from
pre-industrialized ones (Levine 1984; Vaillant, 2009), the
process of industrialization also partially changed the
traditional relationship between Italians and alcohol, which
involved nourishment, ritual, and convivial values, by
increasing the availability and consumption of alcoholic
beverages (Figurelli, 1978; Morgan, 1988). The changes
were not limited to the amount of alcohol drunk; new
drinking patterns also emerged. Urbanization caused an
exponential growth in the number of bettole, or taverns,
throughout Italy, to the extent that a question about them
was raised in Parliament by Zerboglio (Cronaca Sociale,
1910). The bettole were portrayed either as “headquarters
of crime” (Carrara, 1908, p. 165) where desperation and
social exclusion reigned, or as the only place where the
oppressed working-class population could meet and amuse
themselves (Cottino, 1985b).

Both Figurelli (1978) and Garfinkel (2006) point out that
alcohol-related problems, like other deviant behaviors,
were in the background in Italian pre-unification and pre-
industrial society, but as society modernized they became
one of the “social evils” that were widely debated by both
scholars (Cottino, 1991) and politicians (Morgan, 1988).
Our content analysis of scientific journals shows that this
issue gained increasing attention in the academic world
starting from the mid-19th century: coverage of alcohol-
related issues increased from seven articles in the years
1860-1889 to 45 in 1890-1909, and to 71 in 1910-1930.

In Italy as elsewhere, the alcohol question did not have a
strictly medical connotation when it first arose, as the main
concerns were the consequences in terms of public order
and morality. For this reason, the first field to deal with it
was medical jurisprudence, as represented by Puccinotti
(1856) and Zeliotto (1866), and the main topic addressed
was drunkenness.

Though these two authors were the first to study alcohol-
related problems in modern Italy, the debate quickly
expanded beyond their initial perspective. As noted by
Cottino (1991), these were the years that saw a shift from
Beccaria's Classical School formulation to one where extra-
juridical factors were also taken into account when
interpreting criminal activities. Whereas in Beccaria’s
theory (1794), criminal action depended both on a rational
subject’s cost/benefit calculation and on an inadequate
system of sanctions, the new paradigms formulated at the
end of the 19th century no longer reduced the crime
problem to its penalty alone. The following section will
explore these two new paradigms: the biological
determinism of Lombroso’s Positive  School of
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Criminology and Legal Socialism’s social determinism
(Cottino, 1985h).

The Positive School of Criminology

Cesare Lombroso is known as the founding father of
modern criminology. But he was also the scholar who,
more than any other, left his mark on Italian scientific
debate of the 19th century, and one of the few intellectuals
of the period who was able to influence a foreign audience
(Marchetti, 2012; Papa, 1985). Lombroso’s theories gained
widespread consensus (and many critics) on the Italian
cultural scene and gathered a large group of young lawyers
(including Ferri and Garofalo) around him, giving rise to
the so-called Positive School of Criminology.

The revolution that Lombroso brought about in criminal
science in the 1870s was to shift the focus of the study of
delinquency from its legal characteristics, which had been
the main interest of the Classical School of Criminology, to
the individual offender. For Lombroso, criminal behavior
does not depend on a rational choice, but on bodily
attributes of the born criminal (Marchetti, 2009). The idea
of “atavistic and degenerate heredity of the born criminal
and the criminaloid” (Ellwood, 1912) is the main concept
in Lombroso’s theory. In his view, the heredity of the
perverted features is the main cause of criminality, because
the offender has a “physical stigmata” (Muncie, 2005, p.
25), an inherited morbid condition which induces him to
break the law.

There are two main alcohol-related themes in the Positive
School writings that deserve attention. The first concerns
legal issues and the second is close to the medical field: the
effect of alcohol on crimes and the physical consequences
of alcohol abuse. Remedies against alcohol abuse and
alcoholism will also be discussed.

The effect of alcohol on crimes

These scholars saw alcohol as one of the chief factors
accounting for criminal action, since it has the power to
turn an honest man into an idle, lazy and violent person
who is capable of breaking the law even when he is not
under the influence. Alcohol use and abuse fosters law
breaking in different ways.

At the first level, alcohol’s disinhibiting power is directly
linked to felonies: drinkers act unconsciously under its
effect, or offenders drink to build up the courage to commit
a crime (Lombroso, 1897). This occurs because alcohol
intoxication “can create a real psychopathy” (Ferri, 1895, p.
702).

However, alcohol’s indirect role in promoting crime was
regarded as more significant and worrisome. Inns, taverns,
and cabarets, the preferred meeting places for workers and
deadbeats, were seen as hotbeds of vice where violent
actions were carried out and crimes planned. Ferri (1897)
scrutinized the relationship between hostelries and crime,
comparing what happened in taverns and acquavitai (where
alcohol was produced). The former were breeding grounds
of crime, not simply because the substance was ingested
there, but because drinkers remained there for a lengthy
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period. In fact, there was much less violence in the
acquavitai, because purchasers stayed only long enough to
buy and consume the product.

The second point these authors raise concerning the
relationship between alcohol and delinquency gets close to
the medical issue. Over time, in their view, alcohol
consumption makes those who drink into habitual
drinkers—alcoholics—and leads them to commit crimes in
order to buy drink. This proves “the axiom that crime is a
result of a special morbid condition inside our body”
(Lombroso, 1897, p. 106-107). This situation is connected
to “one of the most obvious and fatal effects of alcohol”
(Ibid.): “pauperism” (poverty). Moreover, Lanza (1921)
emphasized the economic burden of alcoholism: workers
“waste” most of their daily earnings to get drunk,
neglecting their family’s needs.

Recognizing these multiple relations between alcoholic
beverages and criminal action, the positivist scholars
wondered which felonies drinkers commit most frequently.
According to Ferri (1895), people are more likely to
commit injuries and murders while intoxicated, and the
chronic alcoholic is more prone to indecent behavior and
crimes against property and people.

The physical consequences

What we have said so far illustrates how the Positivists’
main concern was not drinkers’ health, but public order. In
those years, however, the scientific community began to
view alcohol-related problems not only as moral and
criminal issues, but also as a medical matter. [lluminating
in this regard was the alarm raised by Zerboglio: “If
alcoholism as the tendency to abuse alcoholic beverages is
decreasing, alcoholism as disease is growing” (Zerboglio,
1892, p. 194).

The first medical issue addressed by these scholars was
chronic alcoholism. This was not a temporary state like
acute alcoholism (intoxication), but was defined as the
consequence of prolonged alcohol abuse over time
(Zerboglio, 1892), which “leads to an organic and psychic
degeneration” (Ferri, 1892, p. 211). Some authors also
mentioned alcoholics’ inability to control their drinking:
Lombroso (1880), for example, tells of a woman who
mixed feces and wine in an unsuccessful attempt to abstain.

Nevertheless, the main concern of Lombroso and
colleagues in the medical field was that “drinkers produce
delinquent children” (Lombroso, 1897, p. 107). Pauperism
was not regarded as the result of economic conditions;
rather, it was believed that listlessness and inconstancy may
have stemmed from morbid heredity, and idlers thus had
degenerative traits, as did criminals. To demonstrate the
enormous degenerative effect of alcohol on drinkers’
children, Lombroso (1897) referred to statistical data,
mentioning that 20 per cent of the criminals he examined
had alcoholic parents, and citing exemplifying cases:

“In a period of 75 years, the descendants of a single
progenitor, the drunken Max Jucke, included 200 robbers
and murderers, 280 poor people suffering from blindness,
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idiocy, and phthisis, 90 prostitutes and 300 children who
died early” (Lombroso, 1880, p. 307)

Lastly, positivist scholars pointed out that alcohol also
reduced the inhibitory factors acquired through education,
so that drinkers no longer restrained themselves from
committing crimes or acting immorally. The physical
degeneration thus accompanied a moral one.

To summarize the perspective of Lombroso and colleagues,
alcohol abuse had a double impact on the drinker: both on
his behavior (crime) and on his body (alcoholism). At the
same time, the addicting powers of alcoholic beverages—
“body-pathogenic factors”—were important: in the same
way that the criminal had a physical “stigmata,” the
alcoholic drank because of a biological predisposition.

Remedies

At a general level, Lombroso and Ferri had the same idea:
offenders must be eradicated from society through decisive
criminal penalties, otherwise they will pass on their
pathogenic traits (Sbriccoli, 1975). But at the same time,
pessimism reigned, as “no repressive law can fully succeed
when it goes against our instincts, among which psychic
excitement stands out” (Lombroso, 1897, p. 235).

Lombroso and colleagues proposed two types of solutions
for the alcohol issue: administrative and penal. The former
would include increasing alcohol taxes, taking action
against counterfeit alcohol, and controlling tavern licenses.
In addition, since public festivities such as those for saints’
days promote delinquency, they should be limited
(Lombroso, 1897). Penal remedies, on the other hand,
would affect drinkers directly: through fines for
drunkenness and detention in mental hospitals for
alcoholics.  Garofalo (1913) compared alcoholics to
lunatics and epileptics, since all such people must be
interned in mental hospitals so that they do not harm others.

Legal Socialism

In the same years, a second and opposing school of thought
was Legal Socialism, espoused by those authors who
agreed with the Positivists’ experimental method but did
not share the same belief in biological determinism,
because they adhered to judicial culture’s rediscovery of
the social dimension (Stronati, 2012). According to Turati
(1913), leader of this approach, crimes committed by the
subordinate class do not depend on biological factors, as
Lombroso believed, but are due to political and economic
conditions (Sbriccoli, 1975).

Legal socialists regarded the relationship between crime
and alcoholism identified by Lombroso and colleagues as
spurious (Cottino, 1991), holding that the two coexist
because they have a common origin: pauperism.

Colajanni, the first to analyze alcohol-related issues from a
Legal Socialism perspective, defined alcoholism as a
“pathological condition due to the misery generated by the
present social organization” (1887, p. 165). Alcoholism is
a “social disease” (Pistolese, 1907, p. 2), not a product of
biological factors, because alcohol-related problems such




as prostitution are determined by the disintegration of the
social fabric resulting from industrialization and capitalism
(Sbriccoli, 1975).

Industrialization forced workers into grinding labour and
overwhelming jobs, so they “turn to alcohol thinking that it
strengthens” (Pistolese, 1907, p. 146). Hence, hard work
and poor nutrition drove workers to drink alcoholic
beverages in the belief that they would provide
nourishment. Allevi (1906) added that proletarians drank
as a result of their alienating jobs, because alcohol “takes
them away from the monotony of their lives” (p. 125).
Alcoholic beverages and taverns had the important role of
promoting sociability, providing an effective remedy
against hypochondriasis and misanthropy, and combatting
selfishness and presumption (Colajanni, 1887). Laureati
(1905) added that “the main reason that pushes workers to
patronize inns [. . .] is the lack of comfortable space at
home where they can receive friends and acquaintances”
(p. 378).

Concerning the heredity issue, Colajanni (1887) rejected
Lombroso’s idea of a pathological state inherited by
alcoholics’ children.  Although he acknowledged that
alcoholics’ offspring have more mental and criminal
problems, he saw family upbringing and social
environment as the most influential factors in this process
of degeneration. Not surprisingly, his major concern was
not physical degeneration but intellectual degradation,
which he depicted as “apathy, indifference and lack of
concern about the individual’s own state” (p. 126).

The legal socialists also disagreed with the Positive School
regarding the solution to alcohol-related problems. They
judged positivists” repressive methods to be ineffective,
since they do "not uproot the seeds of the crime™ (Pistolese,
1907, p. 150). The measures they proposed would act on
the socio-economic setting rather that at the individual
level, because they maintained that change to the social
environment was needed. At the macro level, they felt that
it was necessary to create a more egalitarian economy by
increasing workers’ wages, abolishing child labour, and
ensuring a less oppressive system of work.  The
population’s living conditions must then be improved by
providing better housing, increasing the average level of
schooling and encouraging intellectual recreation through
arts (Morselli, 1900; Pistolese, 1907).

Conclusion

The Positivist and Legal Socialist perspectives were the
first scientific interpretations of alcohol-related problems in
Italy that were able to address both the legal and socio-
economic dimensions and the health consequences.
Medical-related concerns were never predominant in ltaly,
as they were in temperance cultures during the 19th
century. The idea of alcoholism as a progressive disease
was not a radical break in the approach to alcohol-related
problems, but was embedded in wider legal and social
thinking. The Positivist and Legal Socialist schools did not
adopt a medical approach which explored the relationship
between alcohol and health with an eye to patient care, but
they developed this debate as part of their broader focus on
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criminality, in which their interpretations of causality and
solutions differed. For the Positivists, alcohol abuse led to
poverty and degenerate progeny, while for legal socialists it
was poverty that caused alcoholism.

In view of both the traditional Italian drinking culture and
these first scientific thoughts, the time has come to write a
history of the Italian alcohol issue that is not confined to a
medical focus, but sheds light on the particular nature of
Italians’ relationship with alcoholic beverages from pre-
industrial times to the present. A reflection of this kind
would clarify why awareness of alcohol issues increased in
post-unification Italy. Was this caused simply by a rise in
alcohol consumption, or was it the result of a political
conflict between bourgeois intellectuals and the clergy in
the new Liberal state, as hypothesized by Garfinkel (2006)?
A second interesting aspect to investigate would be the
effect of these two schools of thought on political debate
and alcohol policies, as several of the scholars we have
mentioned— including Ferri and Colajanni—were also
members of Parliament. Lastly, this study is a starting
point for further research on how these scholars’
interpretations of the alcohol question influenced Italy’s
scientific discourse on alcohol in the second part of the 20"
century.
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