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Introduction
The Total Consumption Model (TCM), 

also called the availability theory, is a doc-

trine widely accepted by alcohol policy 

experts but very unevenly implemented 

in practice. It holds the view that the to-

tal consumption of alcohol determines the 

amount of alcohol-related problems in any 

population. Consequently, the consump-

tion level should be a key target of preven-

tive alcohol policy and its measures – the 

quantity of pure alcohol ingested by the 

population or by the adult population in 

the form of alcoholic beverages – should 

be a key indicator of policy success. (Ed-

wards et al. 1994; Babor et al. 2003)

The reason why many governments are 

reluctant to implement policies along the 

lines of this expert theory is not disbelief 

in the theory itself – there is plenty of evi-

dence to support it. Two other factors are 

probably more important. First, measures 

such as price or tax increases, legislation 
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to limit advertising or number of outlets, 

drinking age or selling hours, aimed to 

reduce or to stop the growth of alcohol 

use, interfere with market freedoms and 

the freedom of consumers to choose. Such 

measures make them unpopular and a tar-

get for business lobbying. Secondly, such 

measures may be deemed inefficient in 

current contexts where alcoholic bever-

ages are so widely available that the policy 

outcomes would be marginal at best and 

create black and grey markets at worst. 

There are, however, also ideological 

obstacles that are more fundamental and 

rooted in the presuppositions of the TCM 

itself. These are often ignored by policy 

advocates but should be recognised to 

place recommendations on a firm ground. 

This paper will analyse those presupposi-

tions in the case of Kettil Bruun, one of the 

early formulators and proponents of the 

approach and the first author of the book 

Alcohol Control Policy in Public Health 

Perspective (Bruun et al. 1975a) that be-

came and still is a standard reference to 

the approach. These presuppositions are 

also relevant to keep in mind when con-

sidering the applications of the approach 

in other policy areas that are associated 

with such consumer behaviour as problem 

gambling or smoking. 

The biographic approach of this article 

is not meant to overstress Bruun’s per-

sonal role in the development and history 

of the TCM. Other members of the Purple 

Book team, and many scholars before and 

since, have contributed to it significantly, 

each from their specific backgrounds and 

contexts. Bruun’s role as a member of his 

intellectual generation, and not only as an 

alcohol policy specialist, brings forth the 

ideological baggage carried by the TCM in 

its early Nordic context. Its view on alco-

hol policy should be seen in the light of 

wider intellectual concerns of the time to 

clear some misunderstandings of the TCM 

and the ideological positions in which it 

was embedded.

The total consumption approach is often 

seen either as a technical theory limited 

to alcohol-related harm, or even as a nor-

mative anti-alcohol approach that takes a 

negative stand on drinking as such. Critics 

often deem it to be in conflict with poli-

cies that aim to reduce harm, not consump-

tion. It is often seen as an authoritarian ap-

proach to limit individual freedom. In this 

paper we show that the project stemmed 

from a much richer, liberal rather than au-

thoritarian sociological background than 

is often thought, at least as far as Kettil 

Bruun’s role was concerned. Bruun’s inter-

est was based not only on the Finnish alco-

hol policy context at the end of the 1960s, 

when consumption doubled rapidly in the 

wake of new liberal legislation that came 

to force in 1969, and then continued to rise 

even further. It was also consistent with 

and a continuation of his other research in-

terests in power, international drug control 

and social control in general. This study 

is based on Bruun’s own writings, media 

reporting and on sixteen interviews of 1.5–

2.0 hrs each with his colleagues and col-

laborators that have been collected by the 

second author in 2009–2011. These consist 

of about 100 pages plus field notes.

Our article first lays down the ideologi-

cal conflict between modern radical intel-

lectuals and traditionalism in the Nordic 

context of the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

The focal concept of this critique was 

power. We then present Bruun’s and his 

colleagues’ application of this critical ap-
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proach to the study of international drug 

control, and move on to look at the socio-

logical critique of social control. The next 

section shows how all of these debates had 

a direct bearing on the ways in which the 

TCM was originally formulated and used 

in the controversy over Finnish alcohol 

policy. The article ends with a discussion 

of the differences and similarities in the 

reception of the TCM in different contexts, 

and explains why its sociological ambi-

tions may be too demanding to be accept-

able in today’s world. 

Power
Kettil Bruun became known in the 1960s as 

one of the radical intellectuals and reform-

ers of Finnish (and Nordic) society. The 

reformers represented the first generation 

educated in modern social science and 

its positivistic, anti-traditionalist hubris 

in the 1960s. They were critical of all tra-

ditional institutions, structures of power, 

conventional moral standards and limita-

tions of intellectual freedoms. They turned 

against any authority, legal, moral or po-

litical, that could not be justified rationally 

with empirical evidence. This generation 

gained visibility in the growing electronic 

media – radio and especially television – 

that staged the conflict between modern 

rationalism and traditional authoritarian-

ism for everybody to see. (Mäkelä 1972; 

Sulkunen 2000) The radical intellectuals 

published books called ”pamphlets”, col-

lectively written or edited on subjects that 

were controversial and related to breaking 

down conventional moralities and prac-

tices of power. 

Marxism was not yet known in the Nor-

dic countries as other than highly politi-

cised versions of ”historical materialism”, 

often understood beyond the political 

context simply as criticism of religion 

and clerical moralism. The critical con-

cept concerning social structure was not 

”capitalism”, as among the next genera-

tion of intellectuals, but power. One of the 

most important pamphlets was Economic 

power in Finland (1969), edited by Bruun 

and a fresh professor of social psychology, 

Antti Eskola. Bruun’s opening words in 

the introduction are prodigious: ”My start-

ing point is that power must be controlled 

and regulated… Power is a possibility to 

influence people’s circumstances and hap-

piness, a potential to force them to behave 

according to the will of the executor of 

power. There is a need to assure that those 

in power do not crush primary human 

rights, a need to prevent exploitation and 

oppression. If there are no rules to delimit 

power, there are no criteria to distinguish 

use from abuse of power.” (Bruun & Eskola 

1969, 13/our translation). 

One of our informants recollects: ”The 

book aroused alarm among some directors 

of the alcohol monopoly, which covered 

all the costs of the Social Research Insti-

tute and the Finnish Foundation of Alco-

hol Studies. One of them had raised the 

question, ’Should we really pay for work 

such as that book?”

But the researchers had the support of 

Pekka Kuusi, the Director General  of the 

monopoly. (Informant 7: Heikki Koski, the 

DG of the Finnish alcohol monopoly after 

Pekka Kuusi).

The main conclusion from the dozen 

studies included in the volume was that 

economic power is invisible, even in a 

small country like Finland, where banks 

and financing companies have tight con-

trol of the industry. It is not known to the 
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public, or even to experts, who owns what, 

what other dependencies exist between 

business companies, and who actually de-

cides on major investment or development 

plans. When the editors of the book sent a 

number of questions to heads of the major 

banks, the banks refused to answer. Eco-

nomic power operates behind the scenes, 

and this may pose a threat to political de-

mocracy, which fortunately, according to 

the editors, is more transparent and pub-

lic. Their analysis is a stunning foresight 

in view of today’s globalisation critiques: 

”Concentration of power and its transna-

tionalisation are new arguments to study 

power. Managers can manipulate one of 

their incorporated firms to act as a profit-

maker and others to operate at loss. Corpo-

rations can exercise enormous power over 

national governments by moving firms 

from one country to another.” (Bruun 

1970, 107)

The point of the editors’ critique was 

that corporate power does not meet the 

ideal of democratic control we expect of 

political institutions, because it is exer-

cised behind closed doors. Bruun com-

mented their experience in the Finnish 

journal of sociology: ”We made inquiries 

to the major banks. Communication was 

pleasant, but the information we received 

was lean.” (Bruun 1970, 106)

From today’s perspective the editors’, 

and even more so the authors’, view of 

power appear simplistic or even naïve. 

Power, even in the economic sphere, is 

more than ownership and decisions (or 

non-decisions), and sociological study of 

power involves more than indentifying in-

dividuals who exercise it. Agenda setting 

through informal networks, and invisible 

discursive power with hardly any identi-

fiable subjects at all, must be accounted 

for, as Steven Lukes (2005[1974]; see also 

Sulkunen 2010), inspired by Michel Fou-

cault’s work, has pointed out more re-

cently. Among the authors, J.P. Roos came 

closest to a systemic analysis, but even his 

reference was the idea of corporate power 

in the then famous book Monopoly Capi-

tal by Baran and Sweezy (1966), not a sys-

temic critique of capitalism as in Marxist 

research a few years later. 

Nevertheless, in the context of welfare 

state building and democratisation of so-

ciety, focus on decisions rather than sys-

temic or ”discursive power” was well 

adapted to political needs. Banks and 

their managers had direct impact on social 

change through ownership and financing. 

Financial decisions directly influenced 

where and in what conditions people 

were to live, what kind of work they were 

employed to do, what educational needs 

arose, how they could be satisfied, and 

many other fundamental issues of public 

concern. The radical claim was that priori-

ties should be set openly, options should 

be clarified and conflicting interests 

should be solved in view of the common 

good. In this, the editors were very close 

to the idea of planned capitalism that had 

been the essence of welfare state theorists 

from Lord Beveridge (1942; 1944) to Pekka 

Kuusi (1961), the DG of the Finnish alco-

hol monopoly and a social democratic de-

fender of the welfare state.

A few years later, in 1975, Bruun was 

involved in another Finnish pamphlet, 

Science Policy and Researchers’ Responsi-

bility. Here a very similar agenda was ap-

plied to power in research policy, in keep-

ing with the international front of critical 

scientists who claimed the right to know 
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what their work was planned to be used 

for, and to refuse if the intentions were not 

morally acceptable (cf. the nuclear bomb, 

the Camelot project, many examples from 

the medical industry, etc.). Again, the au-

thors claimed that priorities should be 

openly set also in research policy, deci-

sions should be accountable and morally 

justifiable, and public interest should be 

privileged over private, notably economic 

ones. Academic, discipline-based research 

does not meet these criteria, because the 

interests of chair holders cannot be ex-

posed to public debate, and consequently 

their preferences may not optimally serve 

society as a whole. As if anticipating the 

famous dichotomy between Mode 1 and 

Mode 2 Science by Gibbons et al. (1997), 

the authors argued that research should 

best be made in the context of application 

and its priorities should be set in open 

public debate (Mode 2). Disciplinary aca-

demic scholarship, where only peers are 

qualified to evaluate achievements and 

plans (Mode 1), is not open to public de-

bate and therefore not accountable to soci-

ety. The idea of democratic planning was 

applied to science, as it was applied to 

economic policy in the earlier pamphlet. 

Another informant comments: ”Kettil’s 

broad view with which he operated in the 

area of science ethics and science policy 

was exceptional. He saw the whole scien-

tific community in much wider perspec-

tive than others at the time. He was a vi-

sionary…” (Informant 8, Senior Civil Serv-

ant, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 

Kettil Bruun´s long-term collaborator).

At this point, Bruun was President of the 

Finnish Social Science Research Council. 

In this position he was able to establish a 

research programme on power and democ-

racy in Finland, after the Swedish model 

of power analysis that he and his co-editor 

and authors had demanded in their 1969 

pamphlet but that had not so far been ac-

cepted in Finland. He even managed to ap-

point his colleague at the Social Research 

Institute of Alcohol Studies, Juha Partanen, 

as one of the two leaders of the research 

programme. Partanen’s team aroused enor-

mous controversy throughout its work and 

especially when their summary report was 

published in 1978, because many of the 

researchers had a Marxist orientation and 

their activities were therefore labelled as a 

Communist conspiracy. 

The first author of Alcohol Control Poli-

cy in Public Heath Perspective was a polit-

ical liberal, even radical in the turbulence 

of the time. The cold war was coming to its 

close and political confrontations between 

socialist left, especially the Soviet-minded 

left, and the more conservative nationalist 

right were at their height. Bruun was nev-

er in any way committed to the political 

left, but as we can see, his distance from 

the right was even greater. ”Kettil was 

one of those very rare Finnish-Swedish 

bourgeois liberals, who really believed in 

democracy […]. Originally he was a histo-

rian, not a sociologist […] As a historian 

he had an interest in the society he stud-

ied. Therefore his attitude to theories was 

quite different from that of sociologists, for 

example Erik Allardt [chair of sociology at 

the University of Helsinki] who liked to 

give new names to things. Kettil´s research 

focused on Finnish society, not on sociol-

ogy”. (Informant 1: Klaus Mäkelä, one of 

Kettil´s nearest colleagues and his succes-

sor as leader of the Alcohol Research In-

stitute).

The same could be said of Bruun’s atti-
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tude towards social problems: he saw them 

not only as policy issues and objects of re-

form, but as part of the web of social rela-

tions. He explained the first research pol-

icy programme of the Finnish Foundation 

for Alcohol Studies in 1956 in this way: 

”Differences in drinking habits cannot be 

explained by focusing on variables that 

describe drinking practices alone. Regu-

larities of differences in drinking habits 

can only be discovered when we account 

for the structure of societies and commu-

nities, the social fields of individuals, and 

personality”. (Bruun 1956, 199–202) 

As we shall show in the section on Finn-

ish alcohol policy context, Bruun’s con-

ception of legitimate power as open nego-

tiation over policy objectives between the 

public good and underlying interests led 

him to stress that targets must be based 

on evidence and interests underlying in-

terests should be made public. Success or 

failure of a policy must be evaluated by its 

outcomes, not by the principles that once 

gave rise to it. Objectives must be made 

public and measured objectively. Private 

preferences cannot be objectively valued, 

and the interests of the industry are not 

public; therefore it is the role of research 

to study them. This comes very close to 

the second line of Bruun’s scholarly activ-

ity that is relevant for understanding the 

public health orientation in his alcohol 

policy advocacy. 

Drugs and pharmaceuticals
In the early 1970s Bruun was engaged, to-

gether with Lynn Pan and Ingemar Rexed, 

in a study of the international drug control 

system, commissioned by UN Narcotics 

Commissions of several countries. The re-

sult, The Gentlemens’ Club – International 

Control of Drugs and Alcohol (Bruun et 

al. 1975c), was a fit example of research 

in the context of application. Like many 

other publications in which Bruun partici-

pated, it ends with a series of recommen-

dations, both organisational and of wider 

bearing. Still it was not only an evaluation 

of a policy-making structure but a socio-

logical analysis of the international system 

and the way it covers itself with myster-

ies, secrets, self-commending rhetoric and 

even lies. 

The book examined the history of drug 

control from the Shanghai Convention of 

1909 to the 1972 Protocol, which amended 

the 1961 Single Convention. It analysed 

the structure and operation of the differ-

ent international bodies engaged in drug 

control, again identifying key actors and 

the interests they represent. The Shanghai 

Convention was the first international at-

tempt to stop opium trade from India to 

China, and at the same time a diplomatic 

recognition of China as an independent 

state. The Single Convention was a char-

ter that merged all existing international 

agreements on drugs and psycho-phar-

maceuticals into one and established the 

UN structure of drug control. The 1972 

protocol strengthened the provisions to 

deal more effectively with illicit trade in 

opium.

Two aspects of the study were relevant 

for the formation of the public health per-

spective in alcohol policy: drug control 

was from the beginning international and 

it was geared to control supply rather than 

demand. The authors argue that drug con-

trol had three successes in the three first 

quarters of the twentieth century. First, 

recognition of the principle that a coun-

try can export narcotics to other countries 
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only with their permission has prevented 

the recurrence of the kind of situation 

exemplified by the Anglo-Indian opium 

trade to China. Second, limitation to a 

small number of countries of legal opium 

production for export has been an obsta-

cle for new countries starting legal opium 

production. Consequently the use of opi-

ate preparations for medical purposes has 

been reduced. And third, diversion of nar-

cotic drugs from pharmaceutical houses 

to illicit markets has also been reduced 

during the study period. None of these 

achievements would have been possible 

without the influence of the international 

community and its drug control system. 

There has been little sign of voluntary 

self-control within the drug industry, and 

national controls, on the evidence of de-

bates in the control bodies, would have 

been even more tardy. (Bruun et al. 1975c, 

272–273)

The other common denominator of the 

successful achievements was that none of 

the interventions was directly aimed at 

affecting the individual drug-taker at the 

behavioural level. They were attained by 

influencing production and trade or by 

regulating medical practices that success-

fully influenced norms and customs of the 

professions and private enterprises. These 

are more susceptible to regulation than in-

dividual behaviour.

Besides the bureaucratic inertia charac-

teristic of all complex and massive organi-

sations, the failures ensue from attempts at 

eliminating all proscribed individual drug 

use or supplies catering to that demand, 

and from approaching drug-taking as 

though it were an isolated phenomenon. A 

more realistic and sociologically sensitive 

approach than prohibition is to set the re-

ducing of harm as the goal and to account 

for that drug-taking and supply involves 

many things, including the overall welfare 

of potential users, consumer protection, 

especially in the case of industrial drugs, 

as well as agricultural economic planning 

and possibilities of drug substitution. 

The authors explicitly juxtaposed alco-

hol policy with drug control. In fact, inter-

national alcohol control was one of their 

”cases”, together with control of cannabis 

and illicit traffic, and programmes for crop 

substitution. The conclusion is that since 

the 1920s, when the League of Nations 

raised concern about alcohol exports to 

Africa, international activity on the alco-

hol problem had been modest, except for 

the period of E.M. Jellinek’s consultancy 

at the WHO 1950–1955. The authors con-

sider this inconsistent with that alcohol is 

widely recognised to have ”dependence 

liability”, especially considering that alco-

hol gives rise to more problems than any 

other drug in the world and that its pro-

duction and trade are increasingly occur-

ring at an international scale. (Bruun et al. 

1975c, 286)

Two points in the analysis are particu-

larly interesting in view of the Purple 

Book to come. First, arguing in favour of 

harm reduction in drug control, the au-

thors refer to de Lint and Schmidt (1971) 

and to Mäkelä (1972), whose work sug-

gests that ”the rate of alcoholism in a given 

population is related to the general level 

of consumption in that population, so that 

measures aimed at lowering the general 

consumption will also diminish the harm-

ful effects.” (Bruun et al. 1975c, 288). In 

Bruun’s mind, harm reduction and avail-

ability policy were compatible from the 

very beginning. Second, the authors stress 
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in several contexts that international drug 

control rests largely on statistical monitor-

ing of production, international trade and 

consumption of drugs. This is not just a 

technical means of control but must be 

accorded a higher value as the informa-

tion base, which must underlie any con-

trol machinery. No such recording system 

was available for alcohol, and the data 

they were able to gather was really not 

very useful. The Finnish Foundation for 

Alcohol Studies then undertook the task 

of setting up a database drawing on FAO 

statistics and other sources and attempt-

ing to analyse as carefully as possible the 

reliability of the figures (Sulkunen & Lu-

mio 1977). The symbolic importance of 

statistics is highlighted by the persistent, 

decades-long reluctance of the WHO to set 

up a system of alcohol statistics, despite 

repeated appeals by researchers and pol-

icy makers.

Social control
Bruun had another slant on the concept 

of power in his studies of social control, 

related to his analysis of powerful institu-

tions. Control is always selective, but the 

criteria of selection should be transpar-

ent, justifiable and fair. In one of the most 

celebrated pamphlets, edited by the legal 

scholar Lars D. Eriksson (1967) and titled 

Helpers by Force (Pakkoauttajat), Bruun 

(1967) presented statistical figures to show 

that asylums had had 35,590 involuntary 

admissions in 1964, and at the end of the 

year these institutions had 20,830 inmates 

and patients. The reason why this number 

is greater in the course of a year than at 

any given day is that many of these incar-

cerations are short, especially so when the 

reason is crime. The difference is smaller 

for those who are in institutions because 

of mental illness. Convicts and mental 

health patients were the largest groups in 

the institutions, both with over 16,000 ad-

missions. In two cases incarcerations at a 

given day outnumber annual admissions, 

because the ”sentences” are long: consci-

entious objection and school absenteeism. 

Only 38 new conscientious objectors were 

admitted in 1964, but the total number of 

prisoners for this cause was 81. For school 

absenteeism, 90 new admissions took 

place, but 155 children were kept in cor-

rectional institutions. 

For a small country such numbers 

were high, much above those for Norway 

or Sweden. The reason is that while the 

number of prisoners had declined some-

what from the late 1930s, new legislation 

allowed the dispossessing of individuals’ 

freedom on therapeutic grounds: mentally 

ill persons and alcoholics were the larg-

est and growing groups. But there were 

also incarcerations that were diversions 

of other measures. The largest number of 

incarcerations was due to a crime – with 

15,800 cases per year – but in 6,500 cases 

the original penalty was a fine, not a pris-

on sentence. As many as 5,000 cases were 

in prison because of unpaid fines for pub-

lic drunkenness. In conclusion:  incarcera-

tion was the main way of ”treating” alco-

holism in Finland. A few years later Bruun 

used these same figures in his seminal pa-

per ”Finland: The non-medical approach” 

(1971b). Bruun was also actively involved 

in the process of de-criminalising public 

drunkenness and setting up the ”A-clin-

ics”, open-ward treatment units through-

out the country, as well as low threshold 

sobering-up stations.

The control system was not only harsh 
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but also strongly selective. The poor, the 

homeless, even the working class at large, 

were the object of control measures that 

would have hardly passed the criteria of 

international agreements on human rights, 

had they been taken to court. According 

to Bruun, one reason why people with 

alcohol problems were treated in such 

a cruel way was the prohibition history, 

still rather near. The other possible rea-

son was that in the tumultuous post-war 

years, maintaining public order was a pri-

mary concern of the powers that be. Class 

conflict was visible in Finland as it was 

throughout Western Europe, and the con-

trol system was certainly not neutral when 

confronting it. 

Liberal societies are founded on the 

principle of agency of its members. To be 

an agent involves autonomy, the right to 

exercise self-control and free will. But it 

also involves the right to be different at 

one’s own discretion, even if it implies 

high risks or even life on the margins of 

society. These rights must be universally 

respected on the basis of public criteria, 

otherwise someone must have arbitrary 

power to decide who is and who is not a 

full citizen. The struggle of Bruun and his 

generation of intellectuals made evident 

how incompletely this fundamental idea 

of a modern society was implemented in 

Finland and how autonomy, the right to 

live in society as a free citizen, was mas-

sively violated. A comparison between 

radicalism in Norway, Sweden and Fin-

land showed that while Norway and 

Sweden adopted elements from romantic 

youth movements typical of the western 

world, the Finnish version was a relatively 

sober affair, focused not on liberating the 

inner self but still preoccupied with estab-

lishing basic civil rights and the ideal of a 

Rechtstaat. (Sulkunen 2000)

In this situation it was a logical conse-

quence to look for more universalistic so-

lutions ”to the alcohol question”, which 

accentuated towards the end of the 1960s 

with mounting forces working for liberalis-

ing the system, especially putting country 

and town on equal footing in alcohol avail-

ability, and lifting the monopoly on beer 

following the Swedish example in 1965. 

The alcohol policy context
The Finnish alcohol legislation was liber-

alised as of 1969 to allow sales of medium 

beer in grocery stores, with the consequent 

rise of per adult alcohol consumption over 

a longer period from 2.7 litres in 1960 

to 8.4 litres in 1974, most of which over 

just one year after the beer reform. This 

was a double chock for alcohol research-

ers. First, they were not expecting it, and 

second, they had believed that the abuse 

of non-potable alcohol (”drops”) would 

be replaced by legal spirits. This idea had 

been tested in the rural alcohol experiment 

more than a decade earlier but had actu-

ally been refuted in Kuusi’s dissertation 

(1957). Quite the contrary was found to be 

the case: old habits were not replaced but 

reinforced by wider availability of legal al-

cohol. The effect was not only additive but 

cumulative. Easy access to milder bever-

ages was not only added to the old drink-

ing practices but stimulated them further 

(Sulkunen 1976).

This was a totally new view of how con-

sumer behaviour reacts to modernisation: 

it is not the case that consumption simply 

satisfies some needs in society. There are 

two levels of cultural definitions of con-

sumption, normative that regulate what is 
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permissible, and meaningful, which define 

what it is that is normatively regulated. In 

Finland we could observe that the norm 

changed whereas the meaning stayed the 

same. A bottle of wine at lunch table eas-

ily became a symbol of the norm: we can 

do this, but the meaning of what we did 

was still the same as before: that we get 

intoxicated.

A similar trend towards higher levels 

of consumption was observed in many 

countries, especially those with low start-

ing points earlier in the century, often but 

not always related to temperance history. 

Bruun’s take on this was not a negative 

stand on alcohol use as such. On the con-

trary, he believed that those who would 

focus alcohol control on alcoholism rather 

than population consumption rates often 

disguise their moral judgement against 

drinking itself – by some other people, 

not by themselves – in the apparently 

good-willing attempts to reform the fallen. 

”We are dependent on very many things: 

sexual contacts, coffee or tobacco, but the 

occurrence of these states does not as such 

inform us about their effects. Often, al-

coholism is used to label people who are 

wanted under control and who are sus-

pected of using alcohol unconventionally. 

Therefore alcoholism becomes a concept 

with a variable content and that reflects 

the environment’s reactions against drink-

ing itself rather than its consequences.” 

(Bruun 1971a, 102/our translation) 

It is not surprising that to arrive at Bru-

un’s new position took some wrestling 

with himself. Together with Kuusi and 

others, he had advocated the anti-prohibi-

tionist civilising alcohol policy line until 

the late 1960s, believing that wine and beer 

consumption could replace binge drinking 

of vodka and of non-beverage alcohol. It 

was a full turn to accept that this was not 

happening with more liberal availability 

of milder beverages. Even for outsiders 

such a turn was difficult to understand. It 

took the temperance movement almost ten 

years to recognise this change in Bruun’s 

views (Nelker 1982), and Bruun admitted 

to Martti Voipio (1982), the veteran Finn-

ish temperance leader, that the change had 

been difficult.

In Bruun’s case the TCM was therefore 

not issued from an anti-alcohol senti-

ment, nor was the temperance movement 

of any help in making his new view ac-

cepted. The temperance movement itself 

was actually part of the problem. Bruun 

was well aware that the alcohol policy 

position he advocated in the mid-1970s 

could easily be associated with the con-

servative temperance tradition, but noth-

ing could have been more alien to his 

view of power and society. The other part 

of the problem was the supply side, busi-

ness interests and in alliance with them, 

the monopoly, his employer and the fund-

ing source of his research team. A report 

of a working group that led to the Purple 

Book project stated that ”those who have 

been trying to give alcohol studies a sci-

entific basis have of course been much 

concerned to shake off the contentious 

moral overtones which have traditionally 

surrounded the subject of drinking, and 

to suggest that ’the trade’ should now be 

an object of study, may seem to carry the 

danger of re-awakening all sorts of confu-

sions and the accusation that the research 

worker has surrendered his impartiality” 

(World Health Organization Regional Of-

fice for Europe 1974, quoted by Room 

1984). The problem was to find a morally 
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neutral position between the two antago-

nists.

As Bruun recognised that business inter-

ests were likely to interfere with a policy 

aimed at regulating total consumption, 

his priorities were clear: the public inter-

est comes first. The monopoly leadership 

had advocated the off-sale liberalisation 

of medium beer and on-sale trade as a 

whole since the early 1960s for very dif-

ferent types of reasons. On the one hand, 

they believed, and this was very strongly 

Kuusi’s conviction, that consuming milder 

beverages would civilise drinking prac-

tices and lead to less harm. On the other 

hand, selling massive quantities of beer 

through monopoly shops, with precincts 

on breweries to supply only for their local 

area, was uneconomic for the monopoly it-

self and obstructive for the rationalisation 

of the brewing industry (Sulkunen 2000). 

Introducing the TCM at this point as the 

guiding alcohol policy principle inevita-

bly led into a conflict between Bruun and 

the monopoly management, and put him 

and his steady supporter Pekka Kuusi, on 

different sides of the trench for a while.

Bruun’s sociological insight about alco-

hol as a societal issue helped him to get 

his views accepted and implemented. Our 

informants (1, 4, 6: who are long term col-

leagues and worked with him in many 

common research projects) stressed his 

skill in getting support for his policy ideas 

first outside the country, especially in the 

Nordic countries, and only then introduc-

ing them at home. This was the tactic he 

applied when he collected the Purple 

Book team and gained the collaboration of 

WHO Euro. 

The other insight was to be careful about 

his concepts. Between the lacklustre tem-

perance discourse and the sanguine mod-

ernism of the liberals, something neutral 

was needed to evade moralities about al-

cohol itself and to replace the antagonism 

with the opposition between the common 

good and private values or interests. The 

new public health movement, which no 

longer focused on contagious diseases 

(as public health professionals had done 

for over a century) but on health promo-

tion, was only in its beginnings. The Ot-

tawa Charter for Health Promotion was 

adopted only in 1986, but public health in 

the sense of promoting health of a popu-

lation fitted very well Bruun’s conception 

of power as open negotiation over policy 

targets. Rates of alcohol-related problems 

and rates of consumption in a population 

are measurable indicators, allowing pub-

lic assessment of policy success or failure. 

The health of populations can be quan-

tified and compared in time and space, 

whereas the causes of individual ill-feel-

ing are difficult to detect. Above all, when 

targets are set at the population level, their 

interaction with the environment can be 

manipulated. 

In this point, Bruun’s view of alcohol-

ism was closer to that of the Swedish 

nineteenth-century physician Magnus 

Huss than to the dominant American tra-

dition that sees alcoholism as a ”disease 

of the will”. While the latter located the 

problem in individuals’ capacity to con-

trol their desires, and thus laid the founda-

tions of the AA movement (Levine 1978; 

Valverde 1998) and later the ”alcoholism 

movement” (Room 1978), Huss founded 

his thinking on clinical experience with 

heavy drinkers in several European hos-

pitals. For him, alcohol itself was a toxic 

substance that causes many kinds of ail-



228 NORDIC STUDIES ON ALCOHOL AND DRUGS   V O L .  2 9.  2 0 1 2  . 3

ments in the human body. Only in very 

few exceptional cases does drinking turn 

into an almost irresistible craving, ”super-

drift”, that obstructs any rational conduct 

(Ruuska 2009). Abuse results from the use 

of alcohol, not from mental disorders or 

weakness of the person. Therefore envi-

ronmental factors – availability and cus-

toms – are accorded a much more impor-

tant role than the individual in Hussian 

alcohol policy thinking.

Bruun’s Hussian view of alcoholism 

was well adapted to his universalistic 

approach to social control. The alcohol 

control system in the Nordic countries 

in the three post-war decades was openly 

selective and geared to protecting pub-

lic order, not public health. Monopolies 

in Sweden, Norway and Finland alike 

felt that their task was to educate the 

poor and uncivilised to adopt less harm-

ful ”Continental” drinking practices. On 

this ground, they were biased in favour 

of male middle-class drinking styles and 

environments such as restaurants, against 

working class and rural patterns. Wom-

en’s drinking was also ill thought of, es-

pecially in public places (Järvinen 1991). 

Alcohol was in fact a symbol of class and 

gender discrimination far beyond its sig-

nificance as a policy issue. In Finland, a 

socialist literary magazine edited by the 

accomplished poet Pentti Saarikoski pub-

lished several special issues on alcohol 

policy. Another socialist review edited by 

Pentti Holappa, a poet and future Minis-

ter of Culture, carried regular articles to 

claim access to alcohol by women, rural 

people, working class and ethnic minori-

ties (gypsies and Lapps) to equal ”bour-

geois” men (Sulkunen 2000). We agree 

with Christoffer Tigerstedt (1999) that 

Bruun’s alcohol policy view was liberal, 

even when he turned to support limita-

tions of availability and high taxation. 

The important point was that restrictions 

are universally applied in the same way 

for all. Bruun was a herald of universal-

ism against particularism.

Conclusion and discussion
In Finland, the window of opportunity 

for the TCM was open only momentarily. 

With the increasingly conflict-ridden po-

litical climate, the alcohol issue became 

politicised. Any efforts to set controls on 

the free market were interpreted as ”social-

ism” (Sulkunen 2000; Anttila & Sulkunen 

2001). The temperance movement lost 

what remained of its political influence 

almost before it realised that the TCM 

potentially was a powerful and suitable 

instrument for its goals, and there was no 

professional support for restrictive alcohol 

policy except within the alcohol monopo-

ly itself (Warpenius & Sutton 2000). Before 

any serious efforts to implement policies 

recommended by the TCM, the ideologi-

cal welfare state universalism gave way to 

neoliberal values of the free market and 

consumer individualism.

In contrast, the temperance movement 

in Norway and Sweden remained more 

evenly dispersed across the political 

spectrum, and was quicker to realise the 

potential of the TCM for their cause (Ant-

tila & Sulkunen 2001). As Caroline Sutton 

(1998) has pointed out in her dissertation, 

the main reason why the TCM had, and 

still retains, a strong position in Swedish 

alcohol policy is that the medical commu-

nity has a closer historical connection to 

the new public health movement and its 

concern about the alcohol issue than in 
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any other Western country, except perhaps 

in France.

In countries outside Finland and Scan-

dinavia, the TCM landed in political and 

ideological contexts that still need to be 

analysed in detail. To assess its poten-

tial policy relevance today, the following 

points about its origin should be kept in 

mind.

Kettil Bruun’s alcohol policy views were 

not based on a negative attitude towards 

alcohol use itself. In this respect he was 

neutral and thought that regulation of 

availability and prices should aim at re-

ducing harm to society. It was not a value 

in itself. In this respect, alcohol policy 

could in fact serve as a model for drug pol-

icy. Limiting everybody’s access to alcohol 

increases its cost in time and money but 

leaves the choice to individual consumers. 

As a radical liberal (but not socialist), Bru-

un argued that alcohol policy must seek a 

solution that reduces harm, avoids tem-

perance morality, respects individual free-

dom and representative democracy, and 

is universalistic. To meet these require-

ments, any social control policy must pass 

the test of evidence that it actually serves 

the public good.

This may seem like a technocratic atti-

tude, but it is nested in a wider ideologi-

cal position. One of its assumptions is still 

valid beyond any doubt today. Alcohol 

use, and lifestyle factors more widely, are 

among the major preventable risks in the 

present world. In contrast, we consider 

three other presuppositions of Bruun’s 

thinking to be critical in view of its appli-

cation in contemporary systems of govern-

ance. 

The first concerns the measurable out-

comes themselves. Bruun’s intellectual 

generation struggled to modernise social 

control to respect citizens’ agency – eve-

rybody’s right to personal autonomy and 

individuals’ right to be different. These 

ideals were only dreams even in advanced 

liberal countries in the third quarter of 

the twentieth century. It took a long series 

of legislative and institutional changes 

to make them real. Today, we take these 

rights for granted but face another prob-

lem. One person’s difference bears on 

another’s autonomy. If someone wishes 

to live a shorter life as an alcoholic, this 

taxes other peoples’ autonomy in the cost 

of health care, social services, looking 

after his or her dependents and other in-

conveniences that regular heavy drinking 

causes to others. It may be that it is more 

difficult today to weigh the public good 

against individual interest than half a cen-

tury ago. Even the holy trinity of public 

goods – health, security and welfare – now 

present in almost any good-willing policy 

programme may turn out problematic in 

a multicultural world where claims for 

autonomy and claims for the right to be 

different are equally valid and acceptable. 

(Sulkunen 2009, 140–158)

The second presupposition concerns the 

role of science. Welfare state building in 

Western Europe was fundamentally based 

on the idea of a plan. A plan requires in-

formation of the present state of society 

and of the available means, a target that 

is formulated in an observable way, and 

a theory that connects the means to the 

ends. This was apparent in Bruun’s em-

phasis on evidence and in his belief that 

research can provide these instruments 

for policy-makers, whose task it is to set 

priorities, to make choices and to assure 

that their decisions are implemented. Sci-
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entists should never surrender their posi-

tion of impartiality to any other passions 

than the passion for scientific rationality, 

but on the other hand they are entitled to 

be heard before decisions are made. Today 

the idea of science in the context of appli-

cation has acquired another appearance. 

Social scientists, especially in the area of 

lifestyle regulation, are no longer asked to 

work on a plan but to evaluate, assess, or 

audit policies after they have been adopt-

ed and often already being implemented. 

Very often scientists are a priori commit-

ted to the policy they are evaluating, and 

whether it is our own choice or not, we are 

always suspected for carrying forward an 

agenda that is not only our own.

Third, the democratic state is a presup-

position that needs critical examination. 

Bruun’s writings often ended with rec-

ommendations – they were addressed to 

someone. Still, they were seldom policy 

papers commissioned by a ministry or a 

governmental department but were rather 

addressed to experts in the field and to lay 

persons with an interest in taking a stand – 

politicians. The fundamental principle of 

Bruun’s view of power was that it should 

be public and its exercise should be sub-

mitted to debate between informed parties. 

Values come from society, information 

comes from research and other experts, 

and political institutions should combine 

the two into a general will to promote the 

public good. It may be that even advanced 

liberal states no longer meet these expec-

tations. Electoral participation is down, 

international bureaucracies and corpora-

tions influence policy-making more than 

public debate, and the representative po-

litical apparatus is too weak to formulate a 

general will that reflects majority values in 

society in a credible way.

The presuppositions concerning the 

public good, the role of science and the 

democratic state are indispensable for im-

plementing the Total Consumption Model. 

If the TCM today is unevenly applied, it 

may be useful to seek the explanation not 

only in the validity of the model itself, or 

in the efficiency of the instruments that 

are necessary for its application, but also 

in the ideological and institutional land-

scape in which the model is nested. 
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