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Different liberalisms and alcohol policies

In thIs Issue, Pekka sulkunen and leena Warsell (2012) picture the 

ideological background in 1960s Finland of Kettil Bruun’s advocacy for the 

Total Consumption Model. One of the primary aims of the authors is to free 

the Total Consumption Model from some contemporary misunderstandings, 

which can restrict its implementation today.

Bruun, a radical liberal, did not view the model as a route to strengthening 

the state’s authoritarian control of ordinary citizens or to limiting their free-

dom, write Sulkunen and Warsell, nor was it inspired by any general antipa-

thy to alcohol or drinking. The authors trace instead the background to Bru-

un’s and his contemporaries’ support of the model to their critical analyses 

of power. Sulkunen and Warsell also examine Bruun’s experiences of interna-

tional drug control and interest in social control. Klaus Mäkelä, quoted in the 

article, points out that Bruun was truly interested in the society he studied, 

more so than in sociological theories. According to Bruun, democracy and 

transparency were preconditions for the development of the good society. He 

regarded decision makers, as well as the industry, as enemies of democracy 

if they failed to openly declare their priorities and take responsibility for the 

consequences of their decisions. Bruun believed in scientific rationality and 

maintained that the (potential or real) outcomes of policies should be evalu-

ated by science, preferably in statistics and numbers.

Bruun et al. (1975) noted that international regulation of production, trade 

and medical practice had effectively decreased problematic drug use with-

out invasively regulating individual behaviour. At the same time, it was clear 

that the pharmaceutical industry had not made much of an effort to imple-

ment self-control. These lessons could be transferred to the alcohol question. 

A state-enforced availability policy was a means of harm reduction. Conse-

quently, when alcohol consumption rose dramatically at the end of the 1960s, 

Bruun talked in favour of limited access and higher taxation for all consumers. 

Using statistics of effects of restrictive alcohol policy from other countries, he 

was able to argue that the Total Consumption Model served the public good. 

He was a liberal who accepted restrictions when they were equal for all. 

Sulkunen and Warsell discuss to what extent Bruun’s model is applicable 

today. Their questions concern a multicultural world where personal autono-

my is rated even higher than before, where science has lost its critical distance 

to decision makers and where the contacts, including discussions, between 
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politicians and their voters are weakened.

Kersti Kollom’s (2012) article about alco-

hol policy in independent Estonia paints 

a striking picture of another sort of liber-

alism in another historical context. After 

the Soviet period, Estonians viewed any 

kind of state regulation with utmost scep-

ticism. This was true for alcohol policy 

as well, even if Estonia has a tradition of 

heavy drinking. Fresh in their memory was 

Gorbachev’s anti-alcohol campaign in the 

1980s, which had not been based on demo-

cratic discussions. The campaign was a 

combination of restrictive alcohol policy 

and strict sanctions on those who did not 

follow the rules. 

After independence, there was a dramat-

ic move to free market ideals and a laissez-

boire policy. Even without any reliable sta-

tistics, it was clear that alcohol availabil-

ity and consumption increased drastically. 

Higher taxation and some restrictive meas-

ures on availability have gradually been in-

troduced since the late 1990s. Also, since 

the establishment of the Estonian National 

Institute for Health Development, the pol-

icy measures have been more integrated 

and efficiently implemented. Alcohol sta-

tistics and professional competence in the 

administration have improved, the civil 

society has been strengthened as have the 

public health arguments for a restrictive 

alcohol policy. Even if alcohol issues still 

have very low political priority, Kollom’s 

article ends with a forecast that restric-

tive policy may gain increasing legitimacy. 

The Estonian example shows perhaps that 

Sulkunen’s and Warsell’s picture of the de-

velopment is not an irreversible process?

David Karlsson’s analysis (2012) of a rich 

survey data set covering alcohol attitudes 

of Swedish municipal councillors contains 

a plethora of interesting facts. First, it is 

clear that alcohol problems are conceived 

as important political problems at the local 

level in Sweden, that the municipalities 

are seen as a legitimate actor and that there 

are interesting variations in the opinions, 

including those on liberalism and alcohol 

policy. Two-thirds of local politicians in 

Sweden oppose the selling of alcohol in 

local shops, and 74 per cent agree that to 

appear drunk is a sign of bad character. 

Most of the 74 per cent also agree that lead-

ing municipal employees and politicians 

should show moderation in their drink-

ing habits as well as in their private lives. 

Karlsson concludes that democratic alco-

hol policies can develop at the local level, 

if the politicians are able to create genuine 

arenas for public exchange of alcohol pol-

icy decisions. 
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