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Introduction

Alcoholic drink has long been seen by both external and indigenous observers as central to Ireland’s social life and sociability. While there has been much debate over whether, statistically speaking, Ireland is a heavy-drinking country, the evidence points to a long history of alcohol consumption and to its central place within the culture (Molloy, 2002). Indeed the consumption of drink and the influence of alcohol in Irish society appear to have been rapidly increasing since the early 1990s. In the early twenty-first century it is arguable that we are witnessing in Ireland something of a moral panic in relation to alcohol and its consumption. Issues related to alcohol and violence have generated considerable media coverage and comment; there is widespread debate in relation to the licensing laws, largely stimulated by limited legislative changes; the drinks industry has launched a new promotional programme urging moderation in drinking amongst young people; and the legislature has sought the views of vested interests and members of the public through the activities of the Commission on Liquor Licensing.

But, as with many other aspects of popular culture and everyday life, the world of alcohol and its main site of consumption - the pub - have been neglected by Irish sociologists: Inglis (2002, p. 31) can validly assert that we still ‘await a major social study and history of this important social institution’. Ireland is not alone in this regard: in the British context Watson (2002, p. 191) has similarly remarked on the paucity of sociological analysis of the public house and of drinking. Drawing on available evidence, this paper attempts to throw some light on this important aspect of Irish everyday life and to suggest possible research directions for the future.

In particular it will draw on the work of the American sociologist Ray Oldenburg to suggest a way that the role of the pub Irish society may be rethought. Oldenburg has used the concept of the ‘third place’ to explore the historical and contemporary functions of informal public settings such as cafés, hairdressers, local shops and public libraries, as well as pubs, taverns, bars and other public drinking establishments. The idea of the ‘third place’ may help Irish sociologists to produce a more textured account of the pub in social life, as well as to make a distinctive contribution to a debate that is currently shaped by economic rationalism, the skewed discourses of vested interests, and the sensationalism of the mass media.

Watson (2002, p. 190) suggests that ‘public drinking “houses” of one kind or another have been important sites of social, political and economic exchange in almost every type of society’. Ireland currently maintains over 8,750 pubs - one for every 450 of the population (Molloy, 2002, p. 78) – a figure that compares with 21,000 in 1838 and 17,300 in 1896, though the definition of has changed somewhat in the interim period (Competition Authority, 1998, p. 29). Until the mid-twentieth century pubs performed many economic and social functions, from locations for trade and commerce, to transportation nodes, to bases for political and community-based organisations. In more recent times most of these ancillary activities have been transferred to other specialised entities, while pubs have increasingly been incorporated into the broader leisure and tourism industries.

In Ireland, as in many other societies, pubs and alcohol have been seen as both a social problem and as an expression of national identity. Sociological research has tended to reflect this dual perception: analysis focuses either on ‘problem’ drinking, and its links with poor health, crime and  delinquency and other social problems, or on the role that drinking and alcohol play in relation to group, community or ethnic identity. A third sociological (and anthropological) tradition seeks to explore the pub itself as a site of social interaction, one that is shaped by broader structural elements such as gender and class.

Irish social studies of pubs and the drinking of alcohol include a number of contributions by anthropologist Tanya Cassidy (1997; 1998); histories of the pub by Kearns (1996) and Molloy (2002); and studies of Irish Catholic temperance organisations, including a history of the Pioneer movement by Ferriter (1999). Given the centrality of pubs and drinking to Irish social life, they have been less than adequately reflected in published studies of Irish communities, though community studies, most notably those by McNabb (1964), Brody (1973), Curtin and Ryan (1989) and Peace (2001) do provide some information about the social meanings of public alcohol consumption. Analysis of drinking and pubs in other cultures somewhat similar to our own, for example England (eg Whitehead, 1976; Burnett, 1999; Kneale, 1999; Watson, 2002), Australia (Fiske et al., 1987; Campbell and Phillips, 1995) and New Zealand (Fairweather and Campbell, 1990), can help us to understand the Irish experience in a comparative context, as can an understanding of the drinking practices of elements of the Irish diaspora (Stivers, 2000).

Alcohol

Ireland has been unusual in its expression of extremes: a culture of teetotalism coexists with one of high drink consumption, there is both ‘abstinence and excess’ (Ferriter, 1999, p. 166). Throughout the twentieth century at least the society maintained a high level of abstinence and as a predominantly Catholic country was unusual in this respect – teetotalism or temperance usually being associated with Protestantism. Conversely it has also been suggested that heavy drinking was a response to the authoritarianism of a Church-dominated culture (Inglis, 1998, p. 170). It could be said then that Ireland, like many other societies, has a contradictory and ambivalent attitude towards alcohol: ‘drink was both a pleasure and a curse, but the tirades against alcohol led to ambivalent attitudes and ambiguity as to whether it was a good or a bad thing’ (Inglis, 2002, p. 33).

Consumption surveys reflect the increasing importance of alcohol within contemporary Irish society. Coniffe (1993) has argued that it is very difficult to accurately compare alcohol expenditure across societies, but trends within one society can be instructive. In the 1950s it appeared that Irish alcohol consumption levels were low, in the European context (Department of Health and Children, 2002, p. 28). This may have reflected high levels of abstinence, as well as demographic and economic factors. Ferriter (1999, p. 203) suggests that in 1961 middle-class Dubliners spent more on drink and tobacco than they did on housing, but a more careful examination of statistics suggests that the bulk of this expenditure was on tobacco. There was a marked rise in spending on alcohol over the second half of the twentieth century: the last Household Budget Survey indicated that expenditure on alcoholic drink amongst urban households rose from 1.1 per cent of total household expenditure in 1951-2 to 5.5 per cent in 1994-5 (CSO, 2000).

In the decade 1989-1999 alcohol consumption increased very rapidly, largely as a result of economic growth, and there is evidence that the frequency and quantity of alcohol consumption continues to increase (Centre for Health Promotion Studies, 2003). The Irish are now the second highest consumers of alcohol in the EU, after Luxembourg, and the twelfth highest in the world. We drink the equivalent of 11 litres of pure alcohol per capita, compared to an EU average of 9.1 litres. Given the more youthful structure of the Irish population, consumption levels per adult are even higher, at over 14 litres per capita (Department of Health and Children, 2002, p. 5; 16). One set of figures (Economist, 2003, p. 94) indicates that the Irish have the world’s highest per capita spending on alcohol, at US$1,250 per annum, ahead of the UK and the Scandinavian countries. 

Community studies have found that Irish attitudes towards alcohol consumption and alcoholism have been tolerant. Drink is seen to be ‘essential as a means of initiating social contact, especially with strangers’ (Ferriter, 1999, p. 205). Peace (2001, p. 75), in his study of ‘Inveresk’ found that those who suffered from drink problems were ‘looked after’ by the community. More broadly, the central role of alcohol and pubs, in Irish oral and literary culture, and as part of the built environment, needs hardly to be stressed (Taylor, 1983): they can truly be said to be ‘part of what we are’, from Flann O’Brien’s celebration of the ‘Pint of Plain’ to the marketing of Dublin’s Temple Bar.

The pub

Drinking . . . is essentially a social act, subject to a variety of rules and norms regarding who may drink what, when, where, with whom and so on. Drinking does not, in any society, take place ‘just anywhere’, and most cultures have specific, designated environments for communal drinking (SIRC, 1998).
In Ireland three-quarters of alcoholic drink is consumed within the confines of a public house, or pub (Irish Times, 24 February 2000). An understanding of the pub is therefore crucial to an understanding of Irish people’s relationship with alcohol; and the pub is also central to Irish sociality and society. We can agree with Watson that the pub is something of an ‘icon of the everyday’ to which most people can relate. Pubs have much to do with habit and repetition: as expressed in the term ‘regular’. They may offer a real sense of continuity, regularity and order that is ‘fundamental to [a] sense of place, of time and of security’ (Watson, 2002, p. 188-9). In Irish society pubs have been closely related to everyday community life.

Oldenburg (1999) has stressed the importance within modern societies of the so called ‘third place’. This is a location that is not work and not home: rather a public place where people can easily meet, relax and interact. Such locations include not just pubs, but coffee bars, hairdressing salons, internet cafés, public libraries, amusement arcades and other similar but culturally specific locations. They are typified by their open, democratic nature, informality and ubiquity. For Oldenburg they are a major contributor to the maintenance of social capital and of healthy community life. His study of the ‘third place’ laments its passing in contemporary American society. We return to his more detailed examination of such sites later in this paper.

Pubs are one of a number of such ‘third places’ - which in Ireland in the past also included ‘spirits grocers’ (grocery shops that served alcohol, often frequented by women) and social clubs (which may or may not have facilitated alcohol consumption) - that have long provided a non-domestic social space (Kearns, 1996, p. 23; Curtin and Ryan, 1989). For Kearns (1996, p. 3) the pub is both the ‘epicentre’ and ‘a true microcosm of social life, reflecting the socio-economic ethos of its host community’. Thus the pub both helps to create and to reflect the society around it. Historically Irish pubs – particularly those outside urban areas – tended to combine the sale of alcohol with other businesses, such as grocery sales, undertaking, drapery and so on that further increased their social influence (Lambe, 2001; Molloy, 2002, p. 77). Furthermore publicans have played a central community role, for example in providing financial services in the form of credit or loans. According to Kearns (1996, p. 3) the pub has also served as a social support mechanism for men: an environment where ‘they can openly share personal feelings about domestic life, work, health, finances and phobias’. Indeed it may be argued that the pub shared many attributes with the church: the snug was often referred to as the ‘confessional’ and the barman as the ‘curate’ (Share, 2003, p. 76). 
The pub provides for a particular type of freedom within modern industrial society. It was memorably described by the researchers of Britain’s Mass Observation team in 1943 as ‘the only type of public building used by large numbers of ordinary people where their thoughts and actions are not arranged for them’ (cited in Watson, 2002, p. 201). Socially, pubs occupy a space somewhere between ‘work’ and ‘home’; indeed the pub’s function, according to Fiske et al. (1987, p. 5), is to ‘mediate their opposition by a complex set of repudiations and incorporations of both’. The pub can operate as a ‘home away from home’ or as an extension of the workplace, but also contains elements that are opposed to those locations. Indeed it has often been seen as a threat to the stability of both these institutions and has been heavily regulated as a consequence.

For Fiske et al. (1987), speaking of Australian experience, the pub provides a strong symbolic alternative to the home, for examples in its décor and in its acceptance of deviant behaviour, such as swearing or drunkenness. In Ireland the gloomy and functional ambience of pubs was noted both by McNabb (1964, p. 233) in rural Limerick of the 1960s (though he found the local farm houses generally uninspiring too) and by Curtin and Ryan (1989, p. 137) of urban Ennis pubs of the 1980s. But in both Australia and Ireland, as pubs have changed (in part to attract female customers) they have moved closer to the image of the home: with TV sets, carpets, food and familiar adornments. For Fiske et al. (1987, p. 10) this may change the symbolic function of the pub: the ‘erosion of the boundary between home and pub threatens to make the pub no longer a specialised privileged space, where anti-social behaviour is sanctioned.’ Indeed there is now greater official pressure on publicans to restrict drunkenness on licensed premises.

While pubs may be seen as many things, they are pre-eminently places where alcohol is consumed. This helps to define the ‘meaning’ of pubs. Furthermore, they have tended to be associated with the consumption of particular types of alcohol, and in English-speaking countries, including Ireland, that drink has tended to be various forms of beer. Fiske et al. (1987, p. 16) suggest that as a drink beer ‘is cheap, egalitarian, masculine, social and, when drunk in pubs, significantly differentiated from both home (family/wife) and work (boss)’. This is not to suggest that in Ireland the consumption of spirits (in particular whiskey) has not also been important. But until relatively recently alternative, more ‘domesticated’ drinks, such as wine or coffee, were not an important element of Irish pub consumption. Recently the Minister for Justice expressed the view that ‘you should be able to go for a cup of coffee and a croissant with somebody who wants a glass of beer’ (Irish Times 3 April 2003). Along with the current Minister for Health’s mission to rid pubs of cigarette smoking, this suggests a significant redefinition of the nature of the Irish pub.

Gender

Pub culture is very important to men, particularly as their roles are challenged in modern society, often by women . . . where else, if not to the pub, have many men to go to relax? (psychiatrist Patricia Casey, quoted in Butler, 2002, p. 90)

Watson (2002, pp. 199-200) argues that: ‘what goes on in the pub is not separated from other areas of life but inextricably involved in it. Social relationships in the pub are intimately linked to social relationships outside and play a key role in reinforcing men’s position of control and dominance in relation to wives and girlfriends’. Sociologists have noted that pubs have tended, until recently, to exclude women and also that they may be associated with gendered attitudes and behaviour that have operated to maintain male power: for example through joking and wordplay that is specifically demeaning to women (Whitehead, 1976; Curtin and Ryan, 1989; Campbell and Phillips, 1995).

In many cultures, including Ireland, the pub has been recognised as a masculine domain. Thus McNabb (1964, p. 233) reports that in rural Limerick of the 1960s: ‘a respectable woman would never set foot inside one of these places unless there is a grocery shop attached. She certainly never drinks in the local bar’. According to Molloy (2002, p. 80) women were effectively excluded from most Irish pubs until the 1970s, and even then ‘it was still common to see women and children sitting waiting outside a pub while husbands and fathers were drinking inside’. In 1989 Curtin and Ryan noted that Ennis pubs remained an almost exclusively male preserve. A consequence of the male domination of pubs has been the lack of adequate social spaces for women and children, though both Brody (1986, p. 162) and Curtin and Ryan note the importance of other ‘third places’ (though they do not use this term) such as the shop and the church.

There are strong links between pubs and masculinity. Taking the first alcoholic drink in a pub is seen as a ‘coming of age’. In 1960s rural Limerick ‘a young man was initiated when he took his first drink in a public house. This was a sign that he had grown up, and was acceptable to the male community’ (McNabb, 1964, p. 236). Similarly Curtin and Ryan (1989, p. 140) draw out the manifold connections between the workplace, the pub, sport and the development of what gender theorist Connell (1987) would refer to as ‘hegemonic masculinity’.  

Female drinking has been almost universally negatively perceived. From time to time there have been moral panics about female alcohol consumption. Thus in the 1950s ‘Pioneers writing about women were utterly unambiguous in asserting that females succumbing to drink were infinitely worse than drunken men, particularly in the context of the home’(Ferriter, 1999, p. 168). Women were traditionally confined to the snug or the lounge and until the 1980s it was not unusual for pubs to refuse to serve women a pint of ale or stout, as opposed to a half-pint ‘glass’ (Taylor, 1983, p. 23). More recently particular concern has been raised about young women’s consumption of ‘alcopops’ and other spirit-based drinks.
Despite such societal disapproval, a commonly noted trend has been the recent feminisation of drinking spaces. Women are now welcomed into pubs and the nature of the spaces themselves have changed to accommodate this new market (Molloy, 2002, p. 80). They have become increasingly domesticated:

pubs have become carpeted and furnished. There are soft furnishings and household artefacts, magazines and newspapers, children’s areas and tiled washrooms, all replicating, on a grander scale, elements of home and family life (Watson, 2002, p. 209)

Associated with such changes there has been an increase in Irish women’s alcohol consumption (Cassidy, 1997, p. 447), probably related to increased disposable income as well as to changes in women’s status and the availability of new styles of drinks. There have been significant changes in types of drink consumed, with a shift towards lighter beers (lagers) and white spirits, especially vodka (Molloy, 2002, p. 81). Consumption of such drinks was initially associated with women, but they have found increasing acceptance amongst males as well, suggesting that there has been a significant ‘feminisation’ of drinking.

The pub as site of interaction

when individuals enter a particular pub they are purchasing far more than a particular product, such as a drink or a meal. They are also purchasing an experience or ambience, which is associated with desire, and the creation and expression of identity and lifestyle. What is important is not so much the actual products that are consumed but the meanings attached to those products (Watson, 2002, p. 207)

Pubs, not surprisingly, are the site of extensive social interaction. Much of this is overwhelmingly ‘everyday’ and routine, as revealed through participant observation (Mass Observation, [1943] 1987; Fairweather and Campbell, 1990). Aspects of pub life that have drawn sociologists’ attention have been practices of reciprocity and ideologies of egalitarianism and - linked to these – pubs’ distinctive oral culture. 

The ideology of egalitarianism and reciprocity in Australian pubs has been extensively discussed by Fiske et al. (1987). Kearns (1996, p. 24) reports that the ‘rounds system’ was well entrenched in Ireland by the nineteenth century. Though it is certainly not unique to Ireland, Inglis (1998, p. 170) sees in the strict rounds system evidence for Ireland’s ‘rule-bound’ culture – part of a broader subservience to church and state. Egalitarianism, as expressed through such drinking practices, is for Inglis an expression of the desire to be accepted in the wider group. He maintains (1998, p. 172) that pub drinking in Ireland has been closely associated with social control and that this is at variance with other European cultures where alcohol is seen as a vehicle of celebration and relaxation. The rounds system may also be seen as an aspect of mutual aid and obligation, mirroring but outlasting similar relationships within the sphere of production.

Irish pubs, like those in Britain and New Zealand, have been noted for their particular type of oral culture – what is termed in Ireland ‘slagging’. This activity may be interpreted as an egalitarian, levelling process, where pretentiousness and selfishness may be challenged; alternatively it may be seen as an exercise of power, where a particular worldview is enforced through verbal sanctions. In the Limerick Rural Survey McNabb (1964) deplored the process of ‘taking a rise out of some person’ and saw it as damaging to the (male) community. Inglis (1998, p. 172) sees in this process ‘not so much a social problem but rather a practice by which the drinking group is maintained’. For Inglis the traditional rural pub, with its dominant group of bachelor drinkers, was an associate of the Church in the enforcement of a repressive social regime designed to protect private property and the family. Kearns (1996, p. 34) however is more positive and argues that: ‘within the social dynamics of the pub each regular becomes valued for his distinctive personality and contributions to the group’. He is speaking of Dublin rather than rural pubs: there may be key differences between the two yet to be drawn out by sociologists.

For all sociological analysts, the pub is recognisable as a semi-public but highly regulated social space with its own codes of behaviour (Kneale, 1999). Pubs, like the world within which they exist, are hierarchical and ordered. These arrangements can be expressed in the differences between pubs (Curtin and Ryan, 1989) and also through the geography of pubs themselves, for example as reflected in seating arrangements. Thus, according to Kearns (1996, p. 33) ‘the most coveted social niche in the life of many Dubliners is their status as a ‘regular’ in their local pub . . . regulars are the privileged pub elite. They form an inner social circle as secondary groups defer to them in seating and conversational status’. Campbell and Phillips (1995) report similar findings for rural New Zealand pubs.

Curtin and Ryan, in their study of clubs and pubs in Ennis, argue that pubs both help to constitute and to reflect class inequalities. They detect (1989, p. 137) a ‘distinct class pattern in their usage’, and are able to identify ‘middle class’ and ‘working class’ pubs, as well as a minority of ‘mixed’ ones. People are drawn to specific pubs on the basis that the pub offers a ‘forum for [the drinker’s] particular cultural and leisure interests’. Echoing the findings of Mass Observation in 1940s Britain, they also conclude (1989, p. 138) that the local pub ‘takes on the character of a semi-exclusive “club” where the “inner circle” or regulars are clearly distinguished from casual patrons’. The parameters that define the clientele of a particular pub are strongly shaped by those in the workplace, and reflect broader ideas about group identity. The sets of meanings that define ‘working class’ and ‘middle class’ pubs emerge from the interaction between customers and the environment:

the discreet middle class bar, where the clientele speak in low educated tones of lofty issues, only recreates for the worker the formal rules of the workplace. He is not barred from these pubs and he can afford to buy his drink like the rest, but he cannot participate fully nor does he want to. ‘Public’ places such as pubs and lounge bars in this way become class specific according to ‘informal’ codes which are just as effective in shaping the character of social life in the town as were the ‘formal’ codes associated with ‘members only’ clubs of the 1930s (Curtin and Ryan, 1989, p. 142).

Contemporary patterns

There have been significant changes in both the extent and style of alcohol consumption and the nature of the pub in the years since the early 1990s, a number of which have been alluded to above. The pub, and the use of alcohol more generally, is now increasingly associated with, to use a term popularised by Lash and Urry (1994, pp. 57-59), ‘reflexive consumption’. In other words both pubs and their customers are increasingly self-aware of the ‘meanings’ of the activity of going out (or staying in) for a drink, and pay much greater attention to the symbolic aspects of the process. In the mid-twentieth century Irish drinkers generally drank one of a small range of products from a nondescript glass; contemporary imbibers may select from a dazzling array of beers, wines, spirits, ciders, mixed drinks or even waters, often drinking straight from a bottle that bears a well-designed, highly visible and fashionable label. 

There has been a rise in the so-called ‘themed pub’: both in terms of the phenomenal global popularity of the ‘Irish pub’ and in relation to the emergence of highly-symbolised pubs serving niche markets. While themed pubs are not new, they have increased phenomenally in numbers in recent years (Brown and Patterson, 2000). They are analysed briefly by Slater (2000, pp. 255-6) who points out that ‘there are bars for young professionals, family bars, student bars, gay bars and sports bars. The market in Ireland and beyond is being segmented in ways similar to other consumer sectors, such as tourism and magazine publishing’. While the emergence of more heavily themed pubs such as those described by Slater may be a new phenomenon, we have already seen that particular pubs have long been associated with social groups that are shaped by gender, class, age and occupation. A key question for contemporary sociologists is how such changes in pubs may be related to broader patterns of association and interaction in Irish society. 

More novel, certainly, is the rise of the constructed ‘Irish pub’ as a global commodity. As (Molloy, 2002, p. 91) reports:

you can now order a traditional Irish pub from firms such as the Guinness-owned Irish Pub Company and the Irish Pub Design and Development Company, who will assemble your pub for you wherever you require. The second company offers six ‘stylistic’ choices: the cottage pub, the old brewing house, the shop pub, the Gaelic pub, the Victorian pub and the ‘contemporary’ pub 

In 1998 there were 1,700 such ‘Irish pubs’ in 42 countries across the globe, including 400 in Germany, 300 in Britain and 200 in Italy (Slater, 2000, p. 247; Brown and Patterson, 2000, p. 652) and they must be counted as a highly significant aspect of ‘Irish culture’. Brown and Patterson (2000, p. 651) report that 95 per cent of ‘country themed’ pubs in the UK are ‘Irish’, easily outstripping ‘Australian’ or ‘Scottish’ pubs. Slater, in an analysis of ‘Irish’ pubs in Singapore and Brazil, shows how ‘Irishness’ is self-consciously and deliberately created and re-created within such pubs through an over-the-top combination of visual symbolism (old street signs, packets of Barry’s Tea, posters of Irish writers, chamber pots), Irish music, festivals and food and ‘Irish’ behavioural characteristics of relaxed informality. This last aspect involves a type of planned spontaneity: ‘designing the Irish pub seems to involve a necessary illusion: it should appear that no design has gone into it at all’ (Slater, 2000, p. 251). Indeed it is the planned nature of themed pubs – where, unlike ‘real’ pubs the craic is guaranteed – that is a major part of their attraction (Brown and Patterson, 2000, p. 655). For McGovern (2002) this represents an oppressive commodification of ‘Irishness’, reflecting the construction of the ‘stage Irish’ in other settings, particularly within British culture. 

In the UK a major change in government regulation of pubs has led to substantial shifts in how they operate and has led them to target new markets in new ways. In Ireland it could be argued that the lack of changes in regulation, and in particular the maintenance of existing licence numbers, has helped to shape the industry (Competition Authority, 1998). For example recent years have seen the emergence, particularly in urban areas that are undersupplied with pub licenses, of so-called ‘superpubs’ that can accommodate over 1,000 people. More broadly pubs are now firmly part of the entertainment industry, and alcohol sponsorship underpins many aspects of Irish culture, from rock and pop music to the numerous summer festivals across the country. The comprehensive infiltration of Irish culture by the drinks industry has led to renewed concerns about economic, social and health impacts.

Pubs/drinking as social problem

public opinion on the question of excessive drinking is inconsistent. A generally expressed desire for moderation is not accompanied by a willingness to take the steps necessary to achieve it (Pioneer Fr McGuckian, cited in Ferriter, 1999, p. 251)

It could be said that in Ireland, as in many other societies, the conception of alcohol as a social problem has been shaped by what Room (cited in Cassidy, 1998, p. 172) terms ‘ambivalence’. In other words, a condemnation of alcohol is combined with an acceptance of its key role in society. The central position that alcoholic drink has within Irish culture has inevitably helped to determine responses to the social problems, such as alcoholism, poverty and drink-driving, that are associated with it. Such ambivalence is supported by the historic conflict between the drinks industries and those that have sought to regulate alcohol: sometimes referred to as the battle between the ‘wets’ and the ‘dries’. In the past this conflict found expression in the struggle between publicans and drinkers and the temperance and abstinence movements; in contemporary times it is seen in the debates between the drinks industry and those involved in health promotion (Cassidy, 1998; Butler, 2002). 

Social research has long been interested in the ‘problem’ of alcohol. In Ireland it was an early concern of the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society: several papers on issues related to alcohol were read to the Society in the mid-nineteenth century (Butler, 2002, p. 19). In the 1870s clear links were observed between poverty and alcohol abuse and in 1876, in order to establish Dublin weekend drinking patterns, police watched 210 pubs on a Sunday and enumerated the numbers and apparent social class of the customers (Kearns, 1996, pp. 21-2).

Cassidy (1998) has traced aspects of Ireland’s ‘ambivalence’ towards the control of alcohol in the drink driving campaigns of the 1930s to 1990s. She has linked the changing discourses in relation to this ambivalence to the process of modernisation in Irish society and suggests (1998, p. 165) that ‘the public response to the problem of drinking and driving crystallises in many ways some of the essential features of the dynamic of modernity in Ireland’. This process is expressed through the government’s attempts to challenge ‘traditional’ drinking practices, in particular the rounds system. From an earlier stage of ignoring the problem of drink-driving the state then adopted the ‘Just two will do’ campaign, which implicitly recognised that it was not socially possible for a person to have ‘just one’ drink in a social situation of reciprocity. Subsequent campaigns then moved to a stricter position, where the driver more or less had to abstain from drinking altogether. For Cassidy this change reflects a shift from the ‘traditional drinker’ to the ‘modern drinker’, who is also a ‘reflexive drinker’: ‘such drinkers could now monitor their own behaviour and decide on what to drink and how much, according to the situation they found themselves in’ (1998, p. 170). The process is also one of removing the ambivalence associated with drinking and placing responsibility firmly on the drinker/ driver. From this viewpoint, echoing the earlier position of the Pioneers (Brody, 1986, pp. 173-4), a modern Irish person is one who abjures alcohol.

Ferriter (1999, p. 249) points to the changing explanations for alcohol abuse: ‘in the early 1970s prominent Irish medical figures. . . suggested causes of alcoholism, not in terms of distance from God, but in the context of the Irish physical disposition, innate inferiority complexes, and endogenous and manic depression’. This reflects an increasing medicalisation of alcohol abuse. Butler (2002) has examined in considerable detail the competing discourses in post-WW2 Ireland in relation to ‘problem drinking’ and alcoholism. In particular he has described in detail how two different approaches: the dominant ‘disease approach’ (associated with Alcoholics Anonymous) and the ‘health promotion’ approach, were reflected in Irish government responses to alcohol, and crucially, how these viewpoints related to the views of the medical and drinks industries. He argues that the former approach in particular contributed ‘to a process of deflecting attention away from the wider context of drinking in Irish society’ (2002, p. 28). 

Since at least the mid-nineteenth century there have been public and state concerns about a range of drink-related issues such as underage drinking, binge drinking, public drunkenness and violence and linked issues such as suicide, alcohol’s impact on the health system and public order. There have been numerous government reports on various aspects of the alcoholic drinks industry and culture, most of which have dealt with issues related to licensing, pricing and restrictive practices (Competition Authority, 1998, pp. 4-7). There has been minimal input by sociologists into such enquiries; rather the expertise has been sought from economists, historians, medics and psychologists. If Irish sociologists develop an increased interest in aspects of everyday life, including the many social aspects of pubs and drinking, they may be in a greater position to contribute to debates in these areas in the future. 

The pub as ‘third place’

As previously mentioned, the debate on drinking in Ireland has come to resemble a moral panic. Politicians and commentators are outdoing one another in suggesting ways to circumscribe alcohol consumption: with recent calls for drinking to be limited to over-21s and a zero blood-alcohol level for drivers. It is timely perhaps to draw on the forgoing discussion to socially situate pubs within broader patterns of social life. In particular it is important to indicate how pubs are something more than places to drink. While this may tend to give succour to the position of the drinks industry, it is equally important to critically examine the changes taking place in the pub sector, inasmuch as they may impact on the place of pubs in Irish community and social life.

It is in this regard that the concept of ‘third place’ may be of use. It provides a conceptual framework within which we can locate some of the earlier observations. It provides us with a way to understand and value the type of activity that occurs in this social site, and provides a possibility for critical response to the changes that may be taking place. For Oldenburg, echoing ‘social capital’ writers such as Putnam (1999) and Wilkinson (1999), involvement in informal public life has important psychological, social, and political implications. Such involvement is facilitated by the existence of third places. The pub in its traditional form is emblematic of the third place: the key attributes of which are listed below (Fig. 1).
Figure 1: Key attributes of third places (Oldenburg, 1999, pp 20-42)

	neutral ground
	The pub offers a neutral space where people can congregate without the pressure on any individual to act as either ‘host’ or ‘guest’. Citing Jacobs, Oldenburg (1999, p. 22) argues that ‘if friendships and other informal acquaintances are limited to those suitable for private life’ society becomes stultified. The neutral aspect of the pub that fosters the development of broader webs of interaction.

	a leveller
	Third places (unlike many social or sporting clubs) do not set criteria for inclusion. Unless you are a member of the Travelling community or, until relatively recently, a woman, access to pubs is open to all. Oldenburg argues that this facilitates a democratising process: it ‘transforms those who own delivery trucks and those who drive them into equals’ (p. 25). Evidence from sociological studies of pubs suggests that this is a utopian view: in practice many pubs are structured by gender, class and ethnicity. This happens in informal ways, though increasingly door policies allows for pubs to actively select a particular type of clientele.    

	conversation as the main activity
	For Oldenburg conversation is ‘the cardinal and sustaining activity’ of the third place (p. 26). It is this feature that leads him to ascribe to them such an important social role and value: particularly as face-to-face conversation is devalued in the mass-mediated world. We have seen how conversation, especially the practice of slagging, is an important part of Irish pub culture. It undeniably has a part to play in the ‘levelling’ process suggested by Oldenburg. But talk can also be used as an instrument of oppression: as revealed by Whitehead (1976) and Curtin and Ryan (1989). For Oldenburg contemporary trends in pubs, such as piped music, television and electronic games, serve to negate this important function. 

	accessibility and accommodation
	The third place must be easily accessible: ideally on foot. For this reason Oldenburg decries American planning regulations that serve to exclude such places from urban and suburban areas. Easy accessibility also requires that that third places be numerous. The distribution of pubs in Ireland is shaped historically by patterns of regulation. In small rural settlements or country towns there may be an ample supply of pubs; but inflexibility of licensing regulations has led to the emergence of a small number of widely dispersed ‘superpubs’ in many areas: these may have a tendency not to exhibit many of the other requirements of third places, such as intimacy and familiarity.

	regulars
	For Oldenburg it is not the surroundings or even the service that makes a third place attractive: it is the other customers. A successful third place, whether hairdresser or pub, is dependent on a cohort of regulars. To become a regular is to develop a relationship of trust with others. Once again, the development or erosion of trust within contemporary society is of great interest to those who study social capital. It is possible that a consumerist rather than community stance towards pubs may erode this aspect.

	low profile
	Third places are, according to Oldenburg (p. 36) ‘typically plain’ and unpretentious. Their modest décor sets them apart in an image-saturated consumer society. We have seen how Irish pubs have been described by McNabb and others as singularly drab in appearance: similar descriptions exist in New Zealand and Britain. The plainness of the place helps to maintain the levelling social effect, and also reflects the ‘everyday’ nature of the setting. It is open to investigation how far the widespread ‘development’ of Irish pubs has impacted on the nature of social interaction within them: is there for example a correlation between the level of interior decoration and the operation of restrictive door policies?

	playfulness
	Situated between home and work, the third place displays many of the aspects of the liminal space. As such it permits for a level of playfulness and inversion of rules that does not operate elsewhere. Thus relentless slagging, recitation of jokes, the wearing of silly costumes – all are permissible within its confines. This relates to what Oldenburg refers to as the ‘feeling of being apart together’ – the pleasure that is to be derived from ‘mutually withdrawing from the rest of the world and rejecting the usual norms’ (p. 38). Perhaps one of the most vivid descriptions of this state of being within an Irish pub is to be found in Roddy Doyle’s The Van.

	‘home away from home’
	While a defining feature of the third place is that it is not home, Oldenburg suggests that it does nevertheless express key aspects of ‘homeliness’ that makes it attractive. These include a physical centre or ‘root’; a sense of possession as in ‘my local’; a site of regeneration and restoration; a sense of freedom-to-be, of informality; and finally, a sense of ‘warmth’.  Together these serve key psychological needs. 


Oldenburg suggests (1999, pp. 43-65) that individuals benefit from third places inasmuch as they are exposed to novelty; gain a broader perspective on life; are socially reinvigorated after the travails of work or home; and are able to generate and sustain generalised friendships.

Oldenburg has made a strong argument for the special nature of third places. It remains open to Irish sociologists to explore the extent to which the concept can be applied to Irish pubs. If this is the case, there are two further aspects that could be explored. The first would be to test the extent to which the broader Irish society benefits from the existence of such third places. Such societal benefits (Oldenburg, 1999, pp 66-85), which may be incorporated within the notion of social capital, incorporate a broad political role, whereby issues are discussed and political and social values and beliefs are formed and reformed; the development of habits of association, breaking down the contemporary emphasis on individualism; a degree of  local control of activity and behaviour, thus reducing crime and anti-social behaviour; and the maintenance of a Habermasian public domain, in contrast to the creeping privatisation of western societies, with their gated communities, private shopping malls and individualised workstations. 
The second area that merits study is the extent to which changes within the public house sector, as it is increasingly subjected to new types of regulation and incorporation into the broader leisure industry, may impact on the role of the pub as ‘third place’. For example, the lavish development of the interiors of pubs; the expansion of electronic and televisual entertainment; the theming of pubs; the operation of restrictive door policies; the extension of opening hours; the provision of food and the restriction on smoking; the aggregation of individual pubs into chains under professional management; the removal of pool tables; the campaigns against under-age drinking; the expansion of large ‘superpubs’ – all have the capacity to alter the relationships between pubs, customers and communities. To date such changes have been virtually invisible to social researchers, including sociologists. As a central aspect of Irish life that may be undergoing a significant moment of change, and when public debate on such issues has reached a zenith, it is time that 30 years of relative sociological neglect of pubs is reversed.
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